
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Select Start Press

	Los Angeles, CA

	Selectstartpress.com

	 

	Copyright © 2018 Christian Cardenas

	All rights reserved.

	 

	ISBN: 978-0-9985941-2-5

	First Printing: 2018

	 

	Edited by: Dylan Altman

	Cover Layout: Sal Cardenas 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For my father, who remains a mystery.

	 

	And my daughter, Dahlia, who will defeat giant rock monsters of her own someday. 

	 

	You can do absolutely anything, mija.
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Introduction

	 

	When I was a kid my dad never played banda music while working in the garage echando mecanica. He never placed photos of our deceased relatives on an ofrenda for Dia de los Muertos, or gave my sister a quinceañera. He never talked about his past, about Mexico, except to say that he grew up poor and came to America with nothing, the narrative of so many illegal immigrants before and after him. Most of my knowledge of his history is a patchwork of whispered anecdotes and cautionary tales my mother would lay on us when we were being malagradecidos. And as a result, I grew up with a lack of distinct cultural traditions. I knew of course, of the things associated with my heritage, but I never got them from the source that mattered the most: my parents. 

	Navigating through a difficult upbringing in a Los Angeles suburb gave me the benefit of forgetfulness. I forgot that I had roots set somewhere beyond where I was raised. And I suppose, through this negligence, I grew to be okay with that blindspot of my history. It was just a given that we didn’t celebrate traditions from my father’s Mexico, or my mother’s native El Salvador for that matter. And I was okay with it because I don’t think I wanted to do those things anyway. It meant I would have been like every other Mexican or Latin American kid in my neighborhood, attached to some nebulous history that meant more to the people teaching me about it than it did to myself.

	Years passed in this way, when, I think it was around high school that I saw how “cool” it was to take pride in Latino culture, like a badge of honor shoved in people’s faces for validation. Mexican identity then seemed to form this tough exterior that said I’m both proud, and made of sturdier stuff than you, America. Figures like Pancho Villa, Emiliano Zapata, and the cholos that had them tattooed on their forearms no doubt perpetuated this misunderstanding. Adopting this mentality, I clung to something I genuinely knew very little about, complicated more so by the enigma that was my father. Mercifully, this facade grew old and insincere, and I grew organically curious about my actual identity as a Mexican-American, about my place in the world as a result and influence of my father. I listened and learned to what public school had to offer on the subject and took the requisite Chicano studies classes in college to get that sense of authenticity that I so desperately wanted. Then I graduated college. 

	At this point my life took strange turns as I made even stranger decisions and wound up on the other side of the pacific, living and working in Japan. There I was, a recently married graduate, learning about a people and culture so alien to my own that again, I forgot about Mexico and El Salvador as places I wanted and needed to connect with. Still, while in Japan, I learned the language, the holidays, the mannerisms and quirks; I learned about the social anxieties, and ate so much of the delicious, delicious food. It was absolutely amazing; it was something I wouldn't change for the world, but ultimately, it made me feel a little guilty inside. It instilled in me this notion that I’d ignored an opportunity to travel to the places where my folks were from and flew to the east instead. It got deeply existential pretty quickly. After returning home trilingual, and with an immense respect for the Japanese, I thought seriously about what was missing in my life, for which I knew the answer, but wasn’t quite ready to do anything about just yet.

	Now in my thirties, I’ve had several years to talk about this with my father, and although the image of his past isn’t clear yet, it’s less opaque and offers a sense of hopefulness that one day, by getting closer to know who he is, I’ll know more about the country that molded him, about Mexico. 

	Or maybe I had it the other way around…

	It all started with a small game named Mulaka from an even smaller developer named Lienzo. In early March, while listlessly scrolling through IGN, I found myself reading a post titled “7 Nintendo Switch Games You Probably Missed and Need to Play.” I sat in my office and wondered, half-hopingly, if I’d be making any impulse purchases I’d later have to explain to my wife, when I ran across something perfectly unexpected: “Mulaka...from Mexico-based studio Lienzo...” There was a moment there, for only a fraction of a second, where I considered what I had just read. My immediate reaction, without even having seen the game yet, was one of pride. I was fiercely happy that a team from Mexico had broken through the American market and was receiving media attention for their product. It was only after picking up the game itself and watching the developer featurettes that I knew I had to be involved and contribute in some way.1 

	I had a decision to make. If I could help tell the story of how Lienzo did it, how they made a game that preserves and celebrates Northern Mexico’s indigenous Tarahumara culture, how they got their new IP on all major console platforms from a small office space in Chihuahua, Mexico, how they’re passionate about forerunning a Mexican games movement, how they started, how they struggled, and how they intend to follow up on their new found success, if I could tell that story, I could have enough to write a book! And that’s exactly what I did. 

	In the summer of 2018, I traveled to Chihuahua to meet and get to know the awesome people at Lienzo. The plan was to chronicle their story in a way that exposed game development in Latin America, Mexico in particular. It was also meant to promote more cultural diversity, not only in the content of the games, but in the people making them. My hope is that this will be an adventurous tale you enjoy and will want to promote yourselves. 

	 In a way, I feel like I’m the perfect person to tell this story. Not that there aren’t others more capable, or that the good folks at Lienzo couldn’t do a better job themselves, but as a Latino writer and gamer in America, I feel it incumbent upon myself to do everything I can to support this part of my culture, in part because of my past. Looking back, I was ignorant and somewhat snobbish as a kid. I disassociated myself from a part of my heritage that would come to mean so much to me. So to make amends and encourage everyone to seek out those wonderful parts of their own histories, I hope this is the start of something really great. 

	 

	–Christian Cardenas

	



	


0

	Starting at the End

	 

	“No necesitas suerte, necesitas moverte!”

	–Author Unknown

	 

	It was nearing midnight in early June of 2018, and a soft darkness had overtaken my hotel room window. The sun-soaked backdrop of arid mountains faded to black, and Hans, my older brother, lay sleeping facedown on the other end of the one queen bed we’d been stuck with for the duration of our stay. On a mounted television across the room, the credits began to roll on one of my favorite, terrible disaster movies, 2003’s The Core starring Hilary Swank and Aaron Eckhart as astronaut pilot with something to prove and geophysicist turned savior of humanity, respectively. My stay in Chihuahua had been marked with fascinating, though exhausting, sessions interviewing each and every member of Lienzo in the day, and filtering in and out of other disaster movies with disappointing Rotten Tomatoes scores by night. Admittedly, I have a penchant this class of film. There’s something about watching the breakdown of society and seeing the different ways it all could end that arrests my attention with relative ease. This, and it put off the daunting work of starting to sort through a developer’s history I’d only recently become familiar with. Watching the end of the world just seemed easier at the time. 

	Just beyond the food and drinks I’d ordered up from room service sat the black moleskin I’d overpaid for at Target for the trip. It was only partially used with depressingly pathetic doodles I’d drawn to make it seem as though the words scribbled around them were of more substance than one would otherwise think. I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone, but I like to try. To be fair to myself, there were actual notes of quality in there, and if I’m being totally honest, they helped point me in some general direction that could at least give me a start. Sitting up in bed with the dim lamplight of a half illuminated room and a Netflix recommendation to watch 2012 with John Cusack, I reached for a beer, took a sip, picked up my pen, and began to parcel through my notes about how eight guys from the city of Chihuahua started making a video game about an indigenous culture and became a source of inspiration for Latin Americans on both sides of the border.

	 

	
1

	La Pregunta 

	 

	“When we were kids, I used to tell him I wanted to make video games. But at first, he didn’t have the ambition…”

	–Adolfo Rico on Edgar Serrano

	 

	It might have been Fifa ’04 or TimeSplitters 2 that kept Edgar Serrano and Adolfo Rico glued to the TV, red-eyed, and unwilling to go to bed during the first sleepover of their high school days. They assured me it was definitely one of those two games during our interview, though neither of them could ever come to an agreement and tell me which one it was, and in truth, it doesn’t really matter. No more than 16 years old at the time of those sleepovers, the two future co-founders of Lienzo Studios would forge their friendship like so many others, dueling, yelling, smack-talking, laughing, and confiding all of the things friends confide in one another, all while tethered to whatever video game they were playing. Sure, there are likely many other reasons why they may have become so close: a shared family experience, school troubles, requisite teenage angst, but given what they would one day accomplish in the gaming industry, it’s perfectly appropriate to start this story with game of Fifa or TimeSplitters 2 in the AM hours of a working-class neighborhood in Chihuahua. 

	After several years of day long gaming sessions and eagerly anticipating stateside coverage of E3, the two finished high school and advanced on to college to develop further into the people they would become. Edgar, now a 6’1” adult with a youthful face and a pronounced mole on his left cheek, extended his schooling at the prestigious Tecnológico or “Tec” de Monterrey, with an emphasis in the all too practical business administration, while Rico, slender and soft-spoken, stayed as close to gaming and game making as possible, electing to study computer systems engineering at the Universidad Autónoma de Chihuahua. It was actually while separated in college that Rico met fellow programmer Jonathan Salas who is, more or less, the fifth Beatle.2

	A little more experienced in their respective fields, Edgar and Rico, always comrades in digital arms, had different goals and expectations about what possibilities the future could afford them, as most people do. Something as foreign sounding as “game maker” didn’t seem plausible to the now business savvy Edgar, especially given the uphill climb he’d need to fight to make it happen in his hometown, and in particular, in Mexico, a problem many Americans know nothing about. But Rico on the other hand, always kept the option at arm’s length, waiting for the right time to exert himself in service of a dream crafted in the sleepovers of his adolescence. It was precisely around this time, late 2011, that Edgar and Rico came across what we in the narrative business call an inciting incident, a moment from which all other moments come. This was their call to adventure, so to speak. This call just happened to take the form of a government contest. 

	Now, the actual name of the contest is lost to the recesses of time, but what was important for Edgar and Rico was the fuse that was lit at that exact moment. This nameless competition they’d come across as burgeoning members of society arrested their attention because it offered both widespread recognition, and a modest cash prize to the contestant who could develop a product with some kind of social or cultural impact. With stipulations as vague as those, really, they could have submitted nearly anything. A beautiful abstract sculpture of the local flora and fauna might have sufficed, or a book of photography on aboriginal dances that could be given an exhibition spotlight at a museum; something of this kind was surely what the judges of contest X were looking for. So what could Edgar and Rico produce to satisfy the challenge placed before them? What was their winning idea? Let me tell you. 

	The story goes that upon finding out about contest X, while playing the latest Fifa or some other game that likely wasn’t TimeSplitters 2, on any given afternoon in the Chihuahuan doldrums, it was an ambitious and naive Edgar who turned to Rico and said something to the effect of, “What if we made a Zelda-like game based on the Tarahumara?”3 To which an indifferent Rico shrugged off the question entirely, only later realizing it would bring them into a world for which they’d always dreamed themselves a part. The question was asked and heard. But who are the Tarahumara anyway, and why do they need a video game? 

	 




	

	The “Light Footed Ones”

	 

	The Tarahumara, the name given to them after Spanish invasion in the 16th century, are an indigenous people of Northern Mexico in the state of Chihuahua, renowned for their extreme ability to run extraordinarily long distances (over 100 miles at a time!) in either handmade huaraches assembled from worn out tires, or with absolutely nothing on their feet at all. 4 What’s more, they do so in the unforgiving wilds of the Barrancas del Cobre, or Copper Canyon, a gargantuan prehistoric mountain terrain wider and deeper than that of the Grand Canyon. Recognized throughout much of the world as an anomaly for this storied endurance, the Tarahumara have been investigated, examined, documented, and studied in various attempts at understanding just how it is that they have near superhuman abilities. Christopher McDougall famously wrote about them in his 2009 bestseller, Born to Run: A Hidden Tribe, Superathletes, and the Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen. Reverently detailing his adventures in tracking down the reclusive Tarahumara, McDougall posited the dormant notion that it was the advent of modern running shoes in 1972 that made people become weaker and more prone to injuries when running, so when compared to the thinly layered feet of these Mexican natives, our delicate tootsies don’t stand a chance. And this still holds true to this day. 

	On June 8th, 2018, in the highest altitude ultramarathon in Spain, Lorena Ramírez Hernández made headlines by being the first Tarahumara woman to compete in a European race, doing so, of course, in her people’s traditional wardrobe of bright festive colors and trademark huaraches. Not only did the 22-year old participate after being invited because of a notable 50km win in my father’s home state of Puebla, but she did so coming in third for her division (women 18-39). The finish brought international acclaim to both the super-athlete herself and the Tarahumara. Running alongside Mario and María Juana Ramírez, her equally impressive siblings, Lorena is the present day embodiment of our collective awe at the vigor of this often celebrated, though economically neglected people. 

	In 2012, a video posted on Twitter reported that roughly 50 Tarahumara men had committed suicide because of the massive drought and subsequent freeze that had been ravaging the region. The story claimed that the men killed themselves to provide more food for their young. With their crops of corn, squash, and beans decimated, and their livestock suffering similar fates, the Tarahumara as a whole were suffering one of worst famines in recorded history. Though the claims of the mass-suicide were never proven to be true, the media coverage of the Tarahumara plight brought national attention to the dire situation of one of Mexico’s most revered indigenous peoples. Having had to retreat into the Copper Canyon mountains after Spanish conquest, the Tarahumara have largely lived in the arid territory within caves and ramshackled shelters away from public education, modern medicine, and significant government aid. Lamentably, the dramatic climate shift of 2012 made everything worse. A major criticism over the years about their state of poverty has been that the aid always comes too late. Jesuit priest, Father Javier Avila, spoke about this inconsistency in a 2012 Los Angeles Times report stating, “Every year [government programs] look at the effects but never the causes,” Avila said. “Why only when the community is reaching its limits do the government and society realize that the indigenous exist?” The priest’s sentiment largely sums up the predicament of a culture living on the fringes of society. 

	Unfortunately, food shortages and harsh climates have not been the only life threatening problem facing the Tarahumara. Drug runners such as the Sinaloa cartel, formerly headed by the infamous “El Chapo” Guzmán, have utilized the labyrinthian mountainscape partially because of its near-lawless infrastructure, often to deadly ends for the locals. Most of the research I’ve dug up on the subject has taken the form of archived newspaper headlines that paint the story of tragedy, only after the fact. Coincidentally, during one of the many inexpensive Uber rides I took while in Chihuahua, my driver, a 60ish man with bespeckled gray in his full head of dark hair, much like my father, recounted his former job of bringing relief to the Tarahumara. What luck! I thought to myself. Here I was investigating Lienzo, and by extension the Tarahumara, and this random driver just happened to have worked closely with them. His addition to my research however, was not one of comfort. 

	Though brief, he spoke of the difficulty he and his colleagues faced trying to actually get to where they needed to go, that being to the remote villages of the Copper Canyon. The difficulty, he reminisced, was not trekking its terrain, but getting past the various sicarios and non-license plate driving, gun-toting men strategically positioned on the only roads in or out of a given area. “There were many times where we were told to turn back for our own good. So we did.” It didn’t matter that it was a goodwill mission to help the impoverished Tarahumara, the driver recounted, a tinge of anger still in his voice. He went on to explain that the government occasionally delivered several thousand pesos to the community through couriers and that those deliveries had been repeatedly intercepted by the cartels or other criminals out to score a few bucks. It wasn’t long until my driver gave up the job for obvious reasons and changed careers entirely. So it wasn’t that the government abandoned their own people, but were ineffective in the attempt to make a difference. We soon switched topics to his never having been to the states, but having gone to Canada to visit his son who’s in college. The ride soon ended and he went on to his next pickup somewhere across town. Left to think of the circumstance on my own, I thought of the people as a whole.

	If there’s one thing I’ve learned from looking at different cultures and communities over the course of my life, it’s that one thing never defines them. Instead, they’re an amalgamation of philosophies and processes, driven by an array experiences and traditions. So, running is not the sole definer of the Tarahumara, nor should we look at their adversities with pity, for they have persevered for hundreds of years on their own with incredible resiliency. Instead, we should look at the totality of their culture as a means by which we can learn. Their self-seclusion in the Mexican mountainsides, diet, familial interactions, and unique form of governance have all sorts of feats we, as outsiders, can marvel at with the same amount of admiration as we do for their running prowess. As McDougall pointed out: 

	 

	In Tarahumara Land, there was no crime, war, or theft. There was no corruption, obesity, drug addition, greed, wife-beating, child abuse, heart disease, high blood pressure, or carbon emissions. They didn’t get diabetes, or depressed, or even old: fifty-year-olds could outrun teenagers, and eighty-year-old great-grandads could hike marathon distances up mountainsides. Their cancer rates were barely detectable. The Tarahumara geniuses had even branched into economics, creating a one-of-a-kind financial system based on booze and random acts of kindness: instead of money, they traded favors and big tubs of corn beer. (14)

	 

	Though the obvious praise for the Tarahumara stems from their athleticism, their simple way of life should garner just as much attention. In an age of ultra-violence and mounting health issues related to the consumption of everything that’s bad for us, the Tarahumara seem to have some things figured out. True, their utopian-looking way of life and apparent poverty present a peculiar paradox, but maybe it speaks more to their system of values than anything else, that they endure no matter the odds, no matter the enormous obstacles they face, with a fiery heart and bowl full of tesgüino.5 Be it in the form of the mythical Ganó, a vegetation god that eats children and ravages the lands, or the more tangible hardship of losing a season’s worth of crops to a lack of rainfall, the Tarahumara endure. Thankfully, many of their myths and legends have also endured with them. 

	Enrique Servín, award winning author, cultural anthropologist, and advisor to Lienzo on all things Tarahumara once said, “Myths are very difficult to interpret, they are living things, and they entail different layers of meaning.” He should know. He did the footwork on extrapolating the oral narratives thought long lost by the reclusive people he devoted so many years to understanding, narratives that tell of the end of days by way of Terégori–a mischaracterized entity of apocalypse, narratives of a cycle of destruction and creation, of gigantic creatures made of wood and earth, of rocks surrounded by celestial auras that eat the soul, and of mantis-like rival tribes. These are just a few of the histories and creatures in the stories the Tarahumara tell around crackling campfires under dark blue desert skies to their children, meant to inform them about the world they’re inhabiting, about how everything is alive and coursing with life, meant as an act of cultural self-preservation.

	 

	

	

	 

	And this is why when the pie-in-the-sky question “What if we made a Zelda-like game based on the Tarahumara?” was asked, it wasn’t a bad idea. The Tarahumara, or Rarámuri (meaning “light footed ones”) as they refer to themselves, have a story that deserves to be told on a wider scale.6 When I asked Edgar why did he chose the Tarahumara and not the Aztecs or Maya, the de facto representatives of pre-colonial Mexico, he simply answered, “Because they’re alive.” He made it clear that while he recognizes those other cultures as being profoundly significant for Mexican heritage, their stories have been told repeatedly. The Tarahumara on the other hand are not extinct, they’re not unreachable or indecipherable, they’re here, among us. Their numbers are dwindling and their language is waging a war of its own because of the need for assimilation, which is why they should be a focus. They’re an integral part of not only Mexico, but Chihuahua specifically, where the young Edgar and Rico grew up alongside them. Though few, the Tarahumara are a common presence in town; they play their handmade violins for what meager pesos they get in return, take hours long bus rides from the mountains to work whatever low wage job will take them out of the dire need for sustenance, have miniature souvenirs of themselves bought and sold, all while the modern world races forward. 

	The Tarahumara, as has been revealed through the unearthed stories of Servín, are a people that speak the language of the sun, are created from the stars themselves, and are the very pillars of the world.7 If videogames are in fact the ultimate medium for storytelling, as Edgar fervently believes, then this game always had to be made, it was just a matter of when.

	Rewind to the midafternoon play session in which the question was first proposed and assume Edgar Serrano and Adolfo Rico made the game on the Tarahumara at that time, with that budget (meaning no budget), entered contest X, and won the prize for making a product with some kind of social or cultural impact. End of story. They’d have won a few thousand pesos, had a minor blip of local fame and that would be it. That version of their story would certainly have been made up of far more subdued twists and turns. But the fact of the matter is that they didn’t win contest X, because they never even entered it. 

	Apparently, the government sponsored contest only paid for minimal equipment costs, none of the man hours put into the project, and necessitated a physical product to win. A digital-only game like this didn’t quite fit the bill, and none of the producers would be paid a single peso. It wouldn’t have made much sense to invest the time and effort. It would have limited the scope of what would be a far greater culturally significant product for the entire country. Still, if there’s one thing that competition contributed to this story, it was the idea, it was the call. 

	With a smirk hanging from the corner of his mouth, Rico recalled during our interview that even if they’d never even heard of contest X, the idea still would have somehow manifested in Edgar because of his personal connection with the Tarahumara. A devout veteran member of the Association of Mexican Scouts, Edgar spent a number of years camping out in the deserts and mountains among the famed runners, watching, learning, and respecting their influence on his country and community. In one particular aside, Edgar recounted his astonishment at finding out that the Tarahumara don’t have a word for ownership, since they view everything as belonging to everyone. They use the word “kórima” when asking for money on the street. The word however does not mean, “give me” or “help,” but rather is a rough variation of the word, “share.” He recalled, “That, for me, was a mindfuck. They can’t even own stuff in their language and here we are thinking that they’re trying to mooch off of our system.” In other words, the Tarahumara view this sharing of money, not as an act of charity that merits a please and thank you, but a solemn duty and obligation of mankind unto one another. This imbued in Edgar a profound admiration for the dark-skinned, vibrantly dressed “light footed ones.” So Rico was probably right about la pregunta, the question that started all of this, it would have made itself known eventually, one way or another. But as it stood, it was only an ambiguous concept at best with no traction or backing to speak of. 

	 


2

	Los Dias de Kickstarter 

	 

	“I blame the press...”

	 

	“I blame the culture around internet purchases...”

	 

	“I blame ourselves...”

	

	–Edgar Serrano on Mulaka’s Kickstarter failure

	 

	One of the great things about the world we live in today is the near endless ways you can make something happen, or attempt to make something happen, rather. Starting in 2009, thousands, if not millions, of people pinned their creative and professional dreams on a start-up based out of Brooklyn, New York. Launching with the mission statement, “Bringing creative projects to life,” Kickstarter dismissed the middle, and often impossible, murky waters of conventional investment, and proposed that crowdfunding be the mainstream mode of artistic capital backing, with money going from donors directly to the creators out of sheer enthusiasm for a given idea or product. If the idea is good enough, if it’s inventive enough, if it does something smart enough, or if it’s just exceedingly awesome, the money will follow. That is the basic premise. Why then wouldn’t Edgar and Rico pull their efforts into making a run at getting this game based on the Tarahumara fully funded by an audience that wanted it made just as badly as they did? 

	They would officially move forward and give Kickstarter a go in early 2015. If you’re keeping track, that’s a whopping three year difference from when the idea to make Mulaka was first conceived with contest X. Though they’d formally created “Lienzo” in 2012, Edgar and Rico had little to show in their portfolio as game developers. All they really had was a name, and even that was blank canvas. 8 Much of those three years was spent privately exhausting all contacts and grant opportunities to get the game funded, all of which ended in disappointment. The time was also spent researching and making inroads with the Tarahumara themselves.9

	They’d thoughtfully reached out and spoke to various senior members of the communities in the high Sierras for permission to move forward with their idea for Mulaka. In their pitch to the reclusive mountain dwellers, they stressed that their video game could both celebrate the culture, and expose their legends and traditions to the greater world. Not only did Lienzo have to explain the advancements that the gaming industry had made in the last few centuries, but they had to break the thin Tarahumara understanding of what games could do to begin with. “For them, videogames is literally the arcade in the mom and pop shop in town where they go to get their tortillas,” said a member of the team, “The arcade right there with King of Fighters is their reach of the industry, so it was first trying to explain what the industry was back then, what a digital game was, the reach that it would have, and then what we would want to make with it.” 

	The response was an overwhelming vote of confidence. The Tarahumara saw plainly the benefit an undertaking like this could offer. Marcelina Mustillos, one of the many natives who they spoke with, and governess to a particularly large, prominent village stated, “Whatever you can make to help us not be forgotten, then that’s good.” It’s heartbreaking to consider that there are communities like these that exist in the world, that just don’t want to be forgotten, lost with their myriad traditions and voices. All that being said, it was good Lienzo took the time to ask.

	With the community behind them, they moved forward with one more surprise. As an added gesture of their goodwill, Lienzo also made the bold promise to donate a portion of their profits, should there be any, to the Tarahumara as a display of kórima.10 During this three year interval, Edgar and Rico could not have done all of this alone. They made some wholesale changes and additions to their small team. 

	They expanded in the years leading up to the Kickstarter and enlisted the help of various talented friends and colleagues to help make the game a reality. Enter Alan Márquez, Daniel Gutiérrez, and Adriano Hernández, a reserved yet studious programmer, a bearded art director guided by “the rule of cool,” and a conceptual artist that loves Dungeons & Dragons, respectively.11 Not only had these three proven themselves to be extremely skilled at their crafts, they’d shown the drive and determination to achieve what the co-founders desired as well: a path forward for a Mexican based video game studio. Understanding the larger scope of their vision, Edgar and Rico offered to make these three official partners, and have an actual stake in Lienzo, however small that may have been at the time. Along with those desperately needed additions were other members of the team that provided further programming, 3D modeling, and animation capabilities, the last of which was taken up by Manuel Alderete, another key player in this story. Finally, it was just before launching the Kickstarter that Lienzo also hired one Adolfo Aguirre, their PR & Publishing Manager. But we’ll get to him in a bit. They were starting to look like an actual studio. Now, if only they paid like one. 

	Around this time, cira 2015, none of the members of Lienzo were getting paid for their work on Mulaka, not in the conventional sense anyway. It was just a hobby, something on the side to make all the minutiae of life a little bit more tolerable to a bunch of twenty somethings wanting to make a thing. Everyone knew there wasn’t any money in it, but they contributed to the game as a passion project with optimistic hopes that something good might come of it down the road. Still, after paying for production costs, Edgar and Rico managed to pay their team a meager 100 pesos a week as a token of their appreciation. That’s the equivalent of five U.S dollars! While some may think the amount an insult, the team saw it as the mark of good leadership, and were grateful in turn. 

	Idea, crew, and ambition in hand, the new team lineup set out to make an attractive video for their Kickstarter campaign. They’d need to show prospective backers why a video game first, and preservation project second, was worth their time and their money. With the help of a friend, local street and portrait photographer QuieroSerVerde (Leonardo Martínez), the team went out to the Sierra Tarahumara for footage of the alpine landscape and Tarahumara people to lend authenticity to the project. The two minute, fifty-one second video, cinematic in scope, opens with a light, aged voice in the Rarámuri language, telling of the lore and legends of days long ago, while the very first footage of the game shows a warrior, the titular Mulaka, getting bitten by one of the treacherous rusíwari–soul eating rocks. White collared with his hair slicked back, Edgar takes the screen and introduces, Mulaka, with the at-the-time subtitle: Origin Tribes, as an action/adventure game. Shots of him and the rest of the team sitting in the impoverished homes of the Tarahumara proceed in rapid succession. Renders, models, and concept art are then given their moment while an enthusiastic Edgar explains the kinds of monsters and mechanics one would encounter in the game. 

	The setting for it all, the Sierra itself, is promised as a focal point, “an eco-tourists dream” he says. Right around the middle of the video, a Robert Plant-looking Adolfo Aguirre lays down the crux of the project and larger goal of the studio with the sincere admission: “We want to create games that deliver more than what the gaming experience already does.” What he’s talking about is the fusion of video games and cultural edification, not in a strictly scholastic sense, but in a manner that is fluid, fun, and beneficial on a much much bigger scale than the games industry is accustomed to. It was a true sharing of culture. The video ends of course with a plea for backers, a plea for money. After giving most of the members of the team screen-time to talk about their views on the game, Edgar returns to center stage and asks everyone to share the campaign with their friends and donate actual funds if they want to see Mulaka come to fruition. The video closes with a timelapse of the massive Basaseachi Waterfall, followed by Rico, Alan, Adriano, and Edgar perched at its base on a large boulder, somewhat awkwardly waving to the camera. End video. 

	Personally, I’ve never backed a project on Kickstarter. This is not necessarily because of some hard-line opinion about people and companies asking the public for money, or because I didn’t find anything worth donating to. Really, it all comes down to commitment and my own inadequacies surrounding failure. Am I willing to be a part of something larger than the idea itself? Am I willing to assume partial responsibility for this thing getting made, or not getting made? Am I willing to stay with this specific thing all the way through until it’s reached its goal, and even then, until it’s actually made? What if it fails and doesn’t get made? Did I bet on a loser? I don’t want to get my hopes up about this thing just to see it fail. I thought I was just going to give ten bucks! When did this turn into a long term commitment? Nah, I think I’ll pass, too stressful. That is my thought process when looking at the wildly inventive enterprises people are taking. 

	Overblown, I know, but it’s the truth. And I’d wager several others share my reticence. It’s a gamble, and some people don’t like to gamble. I sure don’t, not with money at least. What’s more, acts of deferred gratification are a terribly hard sell. Still, 10 dollars isn’t a lot to ask for, nor is 20 or 30, really, depending on what you get in return. And that’s where people on Kickstarter can add more worth to their project in the form of pledge bonuses and stretch goals. If the people give more, they get more. Makes sense. Everybody wins. Wanting desperately to make their target of a modest $77,000 for Mulaka, the boys at Lienzo put together a massive list of “rewards” for bigger and bigger pledges to hopefully entice backers to dig a little deeper.

	Beginning with a single dollar pledge, you’d get some custom wallpaper and an email conveying the team’s eternal gratitude. A scant $5 dollars would get your name in the credits. $10 would net you a copy of the game. And so the enormous rewards list went on: 

	 

	$15 - VIP access to the development blog 

	$25 - Artbook (digital copy)

	$34 - Rarajipari (Rarámuri wooden ball)

	$45 - Rarámuri sotol woven star

	$56 - Rarámuri doll

	$65 - Rarámuri belt

	$72 - Rarámuri Chief’s staff with ceremonial case

	$100 - Rarámuri decorative wall drum

	$125 - Rarámuri painted violin

	$179 - Printed Artbook 

	$10,000 - Fully paid trip to the Tarahumara Sierra, hang out with the dev team, and get to know the culture first hand!

	

	 

	That last one always gets me. The jump from the odd numbered $179, to the whopping $10K. Logistically speaking, I wonder if they guys had that one completely figured out. 

	30 days. 

	Just like every other Kickstarter campaign before them, Lienzo would have only 30 days and their considerable rewards list to make something happen and see if they could get their $77,000. I’d imagine a certain amount of holding one's breath is part of the fine print when choosing to go down this path, when relying on others to give you money to make your dreams come true. Lienzo of course wasn’t just expecting the world to open its collective wallet and watch the money roll in. They’d come to the conclusion that they needed someone specifically to promote the work they were doing and hype it up, get the word out that there was a band of capable guys in Mexico that wanted to make a video game of all things. Adolfo Aguirre was that someone. Having gotten the job at Lienzo shortly before they filmed the Kickstarter video, Aguirre (as I’ll refer to him moving forward to avoid confusion with Adolfo Rico) heard about the opening and saw it as his in, his way to marry his intense love of video games and his extroverted personality, which lends itself well to promotion and social engagement. 

	True story, when Aguirre was hired, none of his professional attributes, qualifications, or employment history was taken into consideration, like at all. Though he’d sent in his resume and eagerly waited and wondered if he’d be select as Lienzo’s first PR guy, it was a year old social media picture of him drumming at a local bar that landed him his dream job. That’s it. A still-picture of him rocking out heavy metal style was all it took. Only much later did Edgar confess to ignoring Aguirre’s resume completely and giving him the position because he simply thought he looked cool, and that Lienzo was too full of nerds as it was. His words, not mine. 

	Fortunately for Edgar and Lienzo, Aguirre is one of the most passionate employees I’ve ever met. He’s passionate about the games they’re making, and more importantly, he’s critical of them. “When people see Mulaka, they only see a cool game, but when I see it, I only see its flaws.” Here is a person, like much of the members of the dev team that is deeply consumed by the world of video games. “You would think that I spend 8-9 hours a day dealing with video game related things, and that I’d want to go home and do something else. No. I get home and I play video games. I do a podcast with some friends after work and we talk about video games. I hang out with my girlfriend and we play video games. It’s what I live and breathe.” This level of intense fanaticism is likely why every social media message posted or interview given is genuine and earnest in its fervor. His first job though, before he would network with executives from all of the major console platforms on a first name basis, was to make sure the Kickstarter campaign was a success. 

	According to Art of the Kickstart, a website dedicated to providing readers with the best possible skills and mindset to actually reach their goals on the crowdfunding platform, there are a number of reasons why a majority of kickstarted projects fail. First, there likely wasn’t enough time, money, and energy in promoting the campaign beforehand. If people don’t know the specific date the Kickstarter launches, it’s likely they’ll forget to back it within the all too important first 24 hours. The rewards a given creator promises make a difference as well. Given that they’re extra incentives that push people on the fence to make donations, the rewards should be something enticing the public actually wants. Though Lienzo’s long list of authentic Rarámuri dolls, belts, and balls are neat in a cultural way, they aren’t exactly reasons to race and put some money down on a project that wouldn’t be out for months. 

	All that being said, there are some bullet points from Art of the Kickstart that I glossed over that don’t necessarily apply here, like the funding goal being too high. $77,000 is not a lot of money to make a 3D action platformer. Sure, people have made more with less, but in the games industry, that’s not a lot of money for development. An article posted on Polygon.com by Dave Tach stated that, “Shovel Knight should have taken two years and $1.44 million. The core team of six developers began building the NES-inspired platformer last year with $328,682 in crowdfunded donations.” When considering that budget, $77K is paltry in comparison. Just think about that amount of money spread across a dozen people or so. That’s about $6,500 each with the game promised in a year’s time. That’s a little over $500 a month on a project that would occupy a 9-5 workday schedule. Forget about the fact that this is all happening in Mexico, a country that sees video game production as a complete novelty. 

	The last thing that caught my attention when reading over common reasons for Kickstarter failures was the trustworthiness of the creators. People find it hard to put their faith in others when there’s even the smallest sliver of a scam or incompetence. Anyone would. But I don’t think trustworthiness factored in here. Though the guys at Lienzo are by no means the most seasoned in their fields, they know what they’re doing. And if they don’t know what they’re doing, they know how to find out how to do it. Google abides. As for it being a scam, all one would have to do is watch that promotional video where Edgar and the team push and plead for their chance to make a game celebrating the Tarahumara and they’d know there was nothing shady going on, just a bunch of nerds wanting to make something special.

	30 days later…

	Beside Lienzo’s video on Kickstarter is a number. The number, as of April 26, 2015, stands at $10,783 dollars, approximately $66,217 dollars short of their $77,000 goal. That’s just short of 15% pledged. It’s hard to pinpoint where exactly they went wrong, but as quoted at the start of this chapter, Edgar had a few opinions on the matter. First, he blamed the press, venting that, “They weren’t telling people ‘[Lienzo] needs money,’ they were telling people ‘they’re making the game already’ or ‘it’s already made.’” An oversight like that ostensibly doomed the project because people thought there was no urgency to back the game if it had already been made, or if it was near completion. He went on to blame the culture around internet purchases in Mexico seeing as how they’ve taken longer to acclimate to digital shopping and investments. Speaking as someone who had to convince his parents several times over that Amazon was a legitimate business only a few short years ago, I can attest to older generation Latin Americans being skeptics about this. Finally, Edgar’s regret turned inward. “I also blame us because we didn’t prepare the appropriate things you have to prepare, like a playable map, or gameplay footage, or stuff like that.” Who’s to say exactly where they went wrong? It’s most likely that it was a whole bunch of reasons why, but no explanation would soften the blow the team took at having failed in their attempt to make Mulaka. Once the Kickstarter closed for good and there was no promise of any money coming in, several members of the dev team left to pursue more profitable pursuits. And who could blame them? Only a small core remained. Edgar went on to describe the next several months of Lienzo as the lowest point of their existence, a real down and out period of running around game-jams and entrepreneurial “shark tank” conferences trying to lock down investments for Mulaka and the people making it, a period of frustration and profound resentment toward the movement of startups and young go-getting businesses. But before we get into it, a word about one particular alley cat.
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	A Cat Named Ikki

	 

	“Ah, ella sí me cae bien. I like that cat”

	–Adriano Hernández on his alley cat

	 

	Adriano Hernández is one of the few members of the team that has been there nearly since its inception, and who stayed on even after the Kickstarter’s spectacular failure. He told me the most delightful story about his cat, which I’d like to share with you now:

	Percy was the name of the house cat: a self-centered, white feline with a black face. She was an ugly cat, Adriano explained to me. She peed on his clothes, on his school bag, and on just about everything else that was his. She had a knack for finding what belonged to him. “Gato-Perro” he dubbed her, because she had, “Lo peor de los gatos, and the worst of the dogs.” The two didn’t get on very well as you might imagine. Thus, she’d left him with a frustrated mistrust for cats and their often aloof demeanor. While cautioning that hate was too strong a word, he described his feelings toward Percy with a “shooing” motion at the flick of his wrist. One day, however, a different cat appeared on his doorstep; she was a small stray kitten with no trace of a history. No tag. No siblings. No mother to speak of. 

	She was orange with bright green eyes, and would probably starve if not given some food. Not liking to take cats in because of ol’ Percy, Adriano reluctantly provided for the stray and let it come and go as it pleased. After a few days, it kept coming back. It would eat, then proceed to lay beside Adriano with a full belly, an outstretched torso, and watch mid-day turn to dusk. This cat was never rude or in a rush, and it appeared to Adriano that she actually enjoyed her time with her caregiver. There’s something about this cat, he told himself, seeing something of his relaxed nature in her green eyes and way of sticking around. This went on for only a few months before she up and vanished, as mysteriously as she’d showed up. It had happened in the past that she would be gone for a day or two, or a week, then scamper down the alley to see what had been put out for her, but this time Adriano got worried. 

	This was also around the time that Adriano became decidedly obsessed with Dungeons & Dragons. He’d picked up a book manual, read it cover to cover, four times, and though dense, thought himself capable of actually playing the game. He was enthralled, head over heels in love with the lore and imagination that it took to play this game of campaigns and heroics. The only problem? He lived in Chihuahua, Mexico, where the player base for a kid not in the know was destitute. With no friends to play and share his exciting discovery of this game, he did what all kids do in such circumstances, he played by himself. Adriano, who would go on to handle all of the conceptual art for Lienzo, pulled ideas from the deep recesses of his mind and crafted stories and legends, languages and rivalries, geographies and villains, to populate his world that he’d dubbed, Universe of Something. For years, he added to this single space and expanded its narrative and complexity. It was his alone. The Universe of Something became a fantastic and rich world to inhabit, and only he knew about it. 

	So what does this have to do with cats? Or with the stray? And most importantly, what does this have to do with Lienzo and the making of Mulaka? Everything. The stray, sadly, never came back. It’s likely that it was picked up by another family, at least that’s what Adriano told me. “It was a cute cat. I’m sure someone took it home and cared for it.” While totally possible, it’s also likely that the cat was run over in the late night hours of the dark city streets, as so many often are. Or maybe it went so far out from its neighborhood that it got lost and couldn’t find its way back. Maybe it found someone else to put out food, or maybe it starved to death. Several possibilities exist for Adriano’s stray, any stray for that matter. But the delightful part of this story is in Adriano’s imagination and love for the cat that never came back. 

	With a knowing smile on his face he said to me, “After she never came back I worried, and started to miss her. Obviously someone took her. Someone picked her up and that was it. But what I always told myself was that she was off having adventures.” And he was exactly right, because he ended up writing a story for her and putting her in Universe of Something, the world so profoundly significant to Adriano, and named the stray cat “Ikki.” Ikki, as it happens, became the hero in Lienzo’s first major video game: Hunter’s Legacy. 

	In May of 2015, after a dismal showing on Kickstarter and with several members of the team bowing out, Adriano and Adolfo Rico resolved to make a game based on this cat. They temporarily shelved their of making a 3D Zelda-like and instead started work on Hunter’s Legacy, a 2D single-player platformer with a smaller scope that would be far easier to make. The other remaining members of the team, namely Daniel and Alan, for better or worse, opted to leave it as Adriano and Rico’s singular project. Alan would later contribute to a small part of the programming.  

	So, Adriano would handle 100% of the beautifully hand-drawn art, the music and sound effects were outsourced to local professionals Diego “Vampiro” Borja and Albert Ledson, and Rico would handle the programming, level design, game design, production, and some of the animation. In time, this game would mean as much to Rico as it would Adriano. In principle, Hunter’s Legacy spawned from Adriano’s Universe of Something; however, Rico’s major investment in the project ultimately had him referring to the game as his “baby.” With everything Mulaka related in limbo, the two found comfort in each other’s work ethic, in applying their skills to this game, and in hopefully learning something useful along the way. 

	Hunter’s Legacy took just over a year to complete and found its first home on Steam, the digital distribution platform created by the universally revered Valve Corp. In 2016, Valve had an easy to use program for indie developers to publish their games and release them to the public for sale. Originally, Lienzo’s 2D platformer Hunter’s Legacy was supposed to have about a three month development cycle and be released for mobile only. Remember, it was small scope. It wasn’t until everyone saw the game’s promise that they looked into Steam Greenlight, which worked out great because the jump from mobile to PC gave them the courage to pursue the ultimate goal for most game devs: console release.12 

	Hired for his curly locks, it was Adolfo Aguirre’s job to reach out to Sony and Microsoft and insistently pester them to see if they were interested in Ikki and her adventures. Thankfully, both of the console titans offer fairly friendly avenues for independent devs to at least try and show their work. Both Sony and Microsoft needed to see a number of requisites before agreeing to terms, things like design docs and playable demos, which Lienzo handed over with bated breath. It was, after all, the very first time they’d tried to get a game of theirs released on consoles, the very platforms that carved and influenced their careers. Without any real hopes that anything would come of it, and after months of radio silence, they got word that what started as a friendship between an orange stray with green eyes and her detester-of-cats-caregiver, would turn out to be a video game and be released on two of the best-selling consoles in the entire world. To say that the guys at Lienzo were ecstatic, Adriano and Rico especially, would be to tell a big fat lie. They were stoked. Hunter’s Legacy officially released on Steam in July of 2016 and on PlayStation 4 and Xbox One in early 2017. 

	At the time of this writing, Hunter’s Legacy has a cumulative metacritic score of 58% percent. With reviews ranging from Brash Games’ stating that it’s, “...not a bad game, it’s just not great,” to LevelUp’s harsh assessment that it was, “...more of an amateur programming exercise than an actual game.” Lienzo’s first at bat was labeled mediocre at best. One thing I always wondered about regarding bad review scores was how those scores were received by the studios themselves. Did they beat themselves up over what they could have done better, or did they lash out at individual reviewers behind closed doors? 

	Starting in 2011, I was fortunate enough to work for 2K Games’ Quality Assurance department. I was a game tester, in other words. I needed money desperately after getting my bachelor’s degree and they were advertising openings on craigslist, so I shot them an email and a week later I was placed on the third-person XCOM game they were developing, what would later be called The Bureau: XCOM Declassified. That game released far after I’d left, but in my time at 2K I did bounce around. I worked on some of the NBA 2K games, The Darkness 2, Bioshock 2 DLC, Bioshock Infinite, Spec Ops: The Line, and a few other titles that escape me. All of those games went on to receive good or great reviews. I was lucky. The games that I worked on were actually fun to play, something which made work go by a bit faster. Only one of the games I worked on however received a 5.5 from IGN.com, and that was The Bureau: XCOM Declassified. 

	Though I’d started grad school by the time it saw its release, this version of XCOM was universally panned, and with good reason. It ripped off some of its best mechanics and ideas from existing titles, and was riddled with technical problems and narrative plot holes galore. After a brief honeymoon period of landing a job in the games industry, however small it was, the rest of the team and I agreed that when this game released, it was going to be bad. Sure, we had a certain bias toward XCOM because we’d spent so much time with it, and we harbored pride for our place of work, but that didn’t stop us from openly calling out the myriad problems it had. Several times, the whole team got called into the boardroom for focus group type questioning about how the game could be made better. We’d provide our feedback, leave the room feeling a little more self-important, and start testing the next build with little or no changes made. The point of this story? We knew. We knew the game wasn’t that good, and the devs knew. Of course, they were dealing with a much bigger budget and much more to prospectively lose, but in general, it was the same for Adriano, Rico, and Lienzo. They knew Hunter’s Legacy wasn’t a game to set the industry on fire or innovate the Metroidvania genre they were playing with. Why then would anyone make a game they knew would get this kind of reception? The answer to that has become clearer to me the older I’ve gotten: experience. 

	Doing something, anything, will always afford you the ability to say you’ve done it; you’ve done that thing. You’ve made something as opposed to not making something. Whether it was good or bad, you’ve completed it and, as was hoped for from the start, you’ve learned something from it. You’ve leveled up. Rico learned C# a little better, Adriano zeroed in on his artistic aesthetic, Aguirre made new and useful contacts in high places, and the public got a neat, good-looking, if slightly unoriginal, platformer about an orange cat with green eyes.13 Everybody won. 

	One glaring omission that I’ve made while detailing the role Hunter’s Legacy played in all of this is that, by this time, mid to late 2016, Lienzo had already landed a primary investor for Mulaka and secured full-time salaries for all of the members of the team. No more 100 peso handouts, no more passion projects, no more crowdfunding. They were just making games and getting paid to make those games. The reason for the omission is that it was happening concurrently with this cat-tale of ours. The next chapter walks us back to April 2015, when all hope was abandoned after a Kickstarter fiasco, and a defeated Edgar Serrano picks up his ringing phone. 
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	The Hunt

	 

	“You have to realize that you’re in Mexico, and you can’t have first world ideas here”

	–Fermín Gutiérrez

	 

	It’s somewhat cruel and ironic to be asked to speak on how to navigate a start-up business or how to find success making video games in Mexico, when you’ve done neither of the two. Regardless, that didn’t matter much to all the universities and organizations that asked Edgar to speak on such things to groups of wide-eyed students at their campuses. The visits were often attended with the best intentions, and it almost always left Edgar feeling proud to add to the future of young developers and business people in his beloved Mexico. There was, of course, always the holdout expectation that a school talk might possibly net some kind of whispered piece of information that could lead to a primary investor for the reeling Lienzo, either through grass roots meetings, business conferences, shark tank seminars, or game jam forums. But it never came. The money at least didn’t, not in that way. The whispers were there, though. After hearing Edgar’s memorized pitch, potential donors would stress, “You know what, it is a good idea, and I could get you the money, just hold on a bit...” Hopeful and expectant, Edgar would bring the good news back to the guys and together they would wait. And wait, and wait, with nothing but crickets to underscore their tacit disappointment. 

	After the Kickstarter, months passed in this way of getting in a car and driving out to different campuses, talking about ways to “make it,” chasing leads, losing the leads, locking the leads down again, and kindly being shown to the door. Part of what made some of the investor meetings so difficult was that older generation of prominent business owners had no idea what Kickstarter even was. So when Edgar attempted to use it as Lienzo’s business card, so to speak, he had to walk them through the concept of crowdfunding, its merits, and just how much interest their failed project had actually garnered. Brick and mortar was all they knew, and here was some kid pedaling a video game solely aimed at a Steam release? Not gonna happen. “Creativity is Taboo,” Edgar told me, “...especially in Northern Mexico. They see it as a waste of time.” At one point, the constant disappointment seeped its way into one of the talks Edgar gave at a local university. He recalled bitterly telling an auditorium full of listeners, “Don’t go for a start-up. Save your money. Don’t put yourself through the pain. It’s not worth it.” He finished the anecdote by letting me know he was never invited to speak at that particular school again. 

	Time seemed at a standstill and Mulaka was no closer to getting made. Fed up and exhausted, Edgar would set moving goal posts in his mind and ready himself for the end. “If nothing happens in three weeks, I’m out!” It made more sense to quit and move on with life than it did to continue down the frustrating path he was on. It couldn’t have been easy to work so passionately with nothing to show for it, nothing promised to get you through to tomorrow. As the business brains of Lienzo, Edgar felt the weight of responsibility resting too heavily on his shoulders. He was just about through. And even though those three weeks came and went, the goal post of course kept inching forward, along with his hopes that something, anything, might eventually happen. 

	Well, something in fact did happen. Around March of 2015, just after the Kickstarter launched, at Tec de Monterrey, the alma mater that had already given so much to Lienzo, something did happen.14 Ramiro Fidalgo, former young gun NASCAR driver, CEO/Founder of Apex vehicle simulators, and miraculous cancer survivor, was to give a motivational talk on campus. None of the members of Lienzo actually went to the TEDx style presentation of the sharply dressed, 22-year old Fidalgo, but they were treated to an office visit after his talk when word got around that there was a team of young Chihuahuenses making a video game based on the Tarahumara. Having seen the prototype of Mulaka, the down-to-earth Fidalgo was absolutely captivated by what was happening at Lienzo and made the bold claim that he could secure them the money they needed. Could this be their big break?

	No. Again, crickets. 

	Though nothing was ever said about why Fidalgo couldn’t follow through on his word to help the ailing game studio, he did reach out to the team months later with the suggestion that they enter the “Posible” program funded by Mexican multimedia giant, Televisa. The program was designed to help young businesses with a social impact secure the knowledge they needed to get their projects off the ground and potentially land capital backing. Every year about 42,000 applicants enter and are whittled down to 16,000, then 6,000, and finally the fortunate 100. Each successive round means thorough scrutiny and the affirmation that the judges see promise in your concept. Lienzo made it through every single one of those rounds. It was astonishing to every single member of the team, to Edgar, Rico, Aguirre, Adriano, Daniel, Alan, and Manuel, especially since all they had to show were the exact same prototypes and pieces of concept art they’d had for the Kickstarter. That was it. How then did they get through all those intense rounds of stiff competition against some of the most cut throat capitalists in Mexico? They had no clue. 

	At this point, Televisa gathered the remaining 100 contestants and shipped them out to a business boot camp of sorts to “polish” their pitches and fill in any potential holes that might cost them the deal of a lifetime. In attendance were Edgar and Aguirre. Though most found the information immeasurably beneficial, the two felt that they’d already covered this part of the lesson from their esteemed professors at Tec. Their patience would be rewarded however since the best was saved for last. At the end of the boot camp, each and every start-up got the opportunity to pitch their project to a live audience full of deep-pocketed venture capitalists who may or may not choose to invest in you. If any of them actually offered a concrete deal, that start-up was considered a “winner” of Televisa’s Posible program. At the end of the day, Lienzo received four suitors! They managed, against all odds, to land four very real offers from investors that day. 

	Before detailing the nature of the offers themselves, let’s return again to that unanswered question: How did Lienzo get through all those intense rounds of stiff competition against some of the most cut throat capitalists in Mexico? Only years later would Edgar and the team find out that it was their race car driving, simulator making, motivational speaking contact Ramiro Fidalgo that had made a few calls to advance them through to the finals. Though he didn’t outright give the boys a check, which would have made things a lot easier, he did set in motion the means by which Lienzo would ultimately secure full funding for Mulaka. But I digress. 

	The deals laid out on the table at the end of the boot camp varied in form and, much to the disappointment of the team, did not provide the kind of help they were looking for. The first two deals weren’t actual offers for funding, but rather loans that would need to have been paid back. The third wanted complete ownership of Lienzo as a whole, something that Edgar and Rico were decidedly against. And finally, the last offer on the table necessitated that the game be made in a swift 10 month development cycle, which was a near impossible task for the vision of their project. All was not lost though; it wasn’t the end of what Televisa and the Posible program had to grant their finalists. 

	A total of 15 businesses, including Lienzo, had been given offers from investors that day and were dubbed “winners.” Even though Edgar and company felt again like they’d lost and couldn’t catch a break, they were still afforded a paid trip to El Norte. They would travel to Silicon Valley, USA – ground zero for venture capitalists and tech industrialists with disgustingly huge swaths of money to invest. They would again have the chance to pitch their project in front of even wealthier would-be backers. It was decided that Edgar would go and represent Lienzo. He would take the trip alone to Northern California and finally try to get the team a win, no doubt with some deep seeded understanding that if he failed, he was done. Still, the rat race had slightly changed. At least Lienzo had seen what investors were willing to offer for Mulaka. Those four boot camp deals, though problematic, could be used as a barometer to place against any forthcoming bids. 

	It’s important to remember that at this point in the hunt for funding, Edgar had already been knocking on doors for the better part of two years, even before the Kickstarter launched and failed. He spoke to multiple organizations, private businesspeople, and all of the powerful families in Chihuahua, of which there are apparently eight or so families that own most all of the dealings there. During that time, there were two meetings in particular that left Edgar with much of the resentment and fatigue he carried with him to the States. 

	The first was with one of the wealthiest philanthropists and donors in all of Chihuahua, a major patron of Tec de Monterrey and its students. I got this. Edgar thought to himself, thinking that if anyone was likely to give them money, it was a former alumni from his own school. Beyond that, he was making a game centered on one of the foundational pieces of their very culture, and even more still, this donor had a history of investing in “disruptive” projects that looked to shake up the establishment. It should have been a slam dunk. The day of the meeting came and saw Edgar and Rico arrive with their computer prepped and their slides in order. Professional and punctual, they went right into their sales pitch. No more than a few minutes in, Rico noticed the exceptionally old businessman start to slope in his armchair. Cautiously, he murmured over to Edgar.

	“Hey...dude...I think he’s asleep.” 

	“No, he can’t be. He can’t be asleep,”

	“No, dude…” Rico pointed with his eyes.

	“Yeah, he’s asleep.”  Edgar admitted, more to himself than to Rico.  

	The second meeting that fractured Edgar’s will was perhaps the most disheartening to hear. He had scored an audience with the cultural director for the state of Chihuahua. Not only was the man’s title important, he was also none other famed painter and architect Fermín Gutiérrez, a major power player in the region. A good word from this person could potentially go a long way. It took Edgar over a month and a half of badgering until Gutiérrez relented. 

	Still with some sharpness in his voice, Edgar recalled Gutiérrez’s words. 

	“With the money you’re asking for, I can get together 10 authentic Tarahumara bands and tour the entire country. That right there would do more for the Tarahumara people than this game of yours. The money, that’s not going to happen. No one is going to give you that amount of money for this project. You have to realize that you’re in Mexico, and you can’t have first world ideas here. You have to put your feet on the ground and have ideas that belong in Mexico.”

	“Thank you for your time.” That was all Edgar could get out through gritted teeth. 

	Fermín Gutiérrez was a man who had made a legitimate artistic career in Mexico, who had benefited from the spirit and hope that others had placed in his imagination, and all he had to offer were disparaging words meant to subdue, meant to quell and extinguish what Edgar and Lienzo cared for. 

	“That was the hardest blow,” Edgar reflected. “That was the hardest blow.”

	The trip to Silicon Valley could only be called a success when looking at it retroactively. It was way over there that Edgar resolved to be nothing like the start-up entrepreneurs looking only to sell their creations, only to get rid of their work and cash out to the highest bidder. “Everyone over there has this idea that ‘making it’ means someone buys your company. And that was outrageous to me. To me, that didn’t make any sense at all.” He went on to clarify his bewilderment, adding, “I want to build something for the future and nurture it. For example, I would die a happy guy if I can sustain 15 families through employees. If 15 people that I employ, or help employ, can sustain their families well, that for me is a great legacy.” I must admit that my respect for Edgar Serrano, though already significant, took on a different form at that point. I’m genuinely happy that there’s a person like him in the games industry who cares so much about the people he’s working with, who cares about how the work translates to feeding families, allowing them to thrive in meaningful ways. 

	He went on, “All of that [what I care about] goes against the mentality of ‘Oh, I sold’ and then, God knows what happened to the company, you know? That’s the end goal [for them], I sold and then I have a bunch of money. And for me, that’s not it. For me, it’s the idea of building an industry where there isn’t any industry. It means I have to leave it in the capable hands of people that will continue this, not just anyone who’s willing to hand me the biggest check.” All of this was said matter-of-factly, as if it was just common knowledge one could look up. It was obvious that Edgar’s efforts to “make it” had molded his philosophies into something he was able to easily access at this point. He had found the answers he needed, though it took a great deal of struggle to get there. 

	But back to Northern California and the land of opportunity. Unexpectedly, all the meetings and visits and conferences and talks attended out there had given Lienzo even more offers to consider in earnest. Austin Tech Ranch, NYU Game Center, Game Founders, and Hackers and Founders, all organizations with money to invest, saw promise in Mulaka and extended considerable deals for producing the game. The catch? They’d need to relocate to either Texas, New York, Los Angeles, or even Malaysia to make it happen. In principle, it didn’t sound like that bad of an idea. At least the game would get made, and the guys at Lienzo would likely have a more interesting story to tell. Possibly. But leaving Chihuahua and Mexico didn’t seem to make much sense. How would making a game about the native Tarahumara benefit from their departure from that geographical area? And wouldn’t leaving cede their original dream of making games in their home country, a country where creativity is taboo, where creativity is seen as a first world idea? Wouldn’t that old world vilification be proven right? No, they were steadfast in their conviction that the game needed to be made in Mexico. It needed to be authentically Mexican. It needed to be made according to their vision. Once more, Edgar had to turn down all of the deals handed to him. 

	With the trip nearly over, Edgar was again feeling the pang of exhaustion and frustration rest heavily at the bottom of his stomach. Every business card handed, or phone call answered, was met with resignation and the feeling that it was all going to wind up in the same place: nowhere. Edgar was over it. But cards were still shoved in his hand and talks of follow up meetings were arranged. Phone calls, too, were made and answered. Perhaps the most important call of Edgar’s life came right there at the end of his time in Silicon Valley of all places. That call was from a man named Victor Silva, prominent member of the familia Silva, owners of Visa del Norte and self-proclaimed, “Most important processing, distribution, and retail meat company in all of Northern Mexico.” Yeah, meat.

	It wasn’t random chance that the meat kings of Chihuahua called Edgar up out of the blue. Though completely unexpected, it was not random. Months prior to Silicon Valley, well within his stretch of “why the hell not?” abandon, Edgar penned a letter to Enrique Peña Nieto. Mhmm, that Peña Nieto, the president of all of Mexico. The letter basically explained their situation, their goals and ambitions in relation to the Tarahumara, and a heartfelt, if somewhat desperate, solicitation for money, approximately 1,700,000 pesos, or $90,000 U.S dollars to be exact. Signed and sealed, the letter was hand delivered to the Mexican “White House,” Los Pinos, by Rico in Mexico City. Was it a long shot? Absolutely. But what did Lienzo have to lose in writing that letter? What do any determined creators have to lose it letting it all hang out there and trying to achieve a dream? Lots, to be sure. But nothing ventured, right? 

	No, Edgar didn’t get the 90 grand he asked for, but miraculously he got a response. Three months later, Victor Silva, at the time an employee of the state economic branch of the government, wrote back to Edgar stating their admiration for the project and regret that they couldn’t allocate the amount of money they were asking for. But! They could offer a one-time grant of 40,000 pesos, about $2,114 bucks.15 It wasn’t the 90k they were after, but it was something. The first thing they did after cashing that crisp check was to buy a single new computer for the office. You’re only as good as your equipment after all, and they needed the upgrade. After that, Edgar and Rico dispersed the money to Daniel, Alan, Manuel, Adriano, and Aguirre, as back pay for all they’d done with nothing to show for it. It still wasn’t nearly equivalent to what they were owed, but again, it was something. 

	So the phone rang in the distant lands of Silicon Valley and it was the man responsible for the modest grant, only this time he wasn’t speaking on behalf of the government, but as a board member of Visa del Norte, one of the most affluent operations in all of the northern region of Mexico. Apparently, Señor Silva had spoken to his family, the rest of the board, about these kids making this video game on the Tarahumara. He talked up their hustle to get the game made and vouched for their idea as viable and exciting. His priority now was to set up a meeting with Edgar and have him pitch the game in person to the rest of the board members and see if they could strike up a deal. “Remember,” Edgar reminded me, “I was so tired and disappointed with these kinds of calls that I figured it wouldn’t go anywhere.” Carelessly, Edgar waved off the enthusiastic Silva, and said he was in Silicon Valley at the moment and couldn’t attend the meeting anytime soon. 

	“That’s okay, when do you get back? When do you land?” Silva replied.

	“Saturday. I guess we can talk next week?” 

	“No, no, we can meet Saturday.”

	“But I land in El Paso on Saturday…”

	“When do you get back to Chihuahua?”

	“Sunday maybe?”

	“Okay, let’s meet Sunday.” Silva declared. 

	Oh shit. Edgar thought. Not because he had figured it out that Silva was serious about making something happen, but because he really did not want to take that meeting. For the first time in his quest for funding, he was the one foolishly doing the dodging. Unable to shake off the adamant Silva, Edgar arranged for Aguirre and Daniel to take the meeting on a Sunday morning.

	Though capable, Aguirre and Daniel, the Public Relations Manager and Art Director, respectively, did not have the business acumen that Edgar communicated to potential investors. Questions of projections, quarterly budgets, and specific development cycles whizzed by the pair as a room full of senior board members quietly looked on. They couldn’t have done that bad though, since Mr. Silva set up a follow-up meeting with Edgar the very next day at 7am. With less than 24 hours to prepare for the meeting to end all meetings, Edgar set out to mine his friends for details on what kinds of answers these people were looking for and steeled himself for the morning to come. 

	At this point, in January 2016, Edgar comically carried with him a battered old laptop with a broken keyboard and tape just barely holding it all together. An external keyboard would need to be plugged in via USB to have any functionality at all, that is of course, if he had remembered to bring it with him that day. At a complete loss for what to do, and knowing he looked ridiculously amateurish, he relinquished any hope that the meeting would proceed. But in a stunning move, the ever-intimidating members of the board snapped their fingers and called for another keyboard to be brought in so Edgar could get on with his presentation. That was it, no excuses now. Edgar went on to share with them Lienzo’s vision for Mulaka and the painful history of disappointment that had taken them that far. The meeting was over and they’d be in touch. 

	The communication between Lienzo and Visa del Norte started on a Friday. Edgar returned worn out from Silicon Valley on a Saturday. Aguirre and Daniel attended the first day of talks on a Sunday. And Edgar peddled his busted laptop to the final meeting a Monday. By Wednesday, they got the call that Visa was “all in.” They would acquire an undisclosed percentage of the company, fund the game, provide an office to work out of, and give all of the members of team full-time salaries and benefits to boot. Edgar cried when he got the call. 

	According to him, there were five specific reasons why the Silva family business was willing to assume the risk of backing Mulaka: 

	 

	
		Making something, anything at all that not only preserves, but celebrates the culture of the Tarahumara is a project worth investing in. Lienzo’s new backers are fiercely proud to be from Chihuahua, and the indigenous mountain people of their land is part of their pride. 

		All of the members of Lienzo were raised in Chihuahua. They’re locals and represent what the city and state has to offer, which plays into the whole Chihuahua pride thing.

		The project is “disruptive.” It’s creative, it’s risky, and bold. To make a game outside of Japan or America is not in and of itself novel, but to do so in Mexico could turn heads and be the start of something big, a ground floor where there was nothing but dry rocks and dirt.

		The board was particularly impressed with Lienzo’s ability to decline all of the offers from the U.S and remain unyielding in their decision to relocate.

		The game had the potential to make $$$.



	 

	Edgar was quick to make sure that my notes were accurate in numbering this list because, “The order is important. Victor was really interested in the ideals of the project rather than the money.” It’s not every day that you find significant monetary support for all the right reasons. Lienzo was fortunate, to say the least. The champagne however, was not yet uncorked. There were some particulars and demands that Lienzo had. In these, they were resolute and unwilling to budge. Certain guarantees were what Lienzo had counter-propositioned Visa before they’d put pen to paper. 

	 

	The demands were as follows:

	
		Since, there was no telling if Mulaka would be successful, the dev team wanted assurances that they’d have the opportunity to make more games beyond this one title and asked for a six year deal to work on at least three more games. 

		Lienzo would only be a maker of video games. In the past, they’d dipped their toes into mobile advertising for small-fry companies looking for a sales boost, but no more. The dev team would exclusively make games for mass consumption.

		The entire team would retain the creative liberty to produce their game as they saw fit.  They would be 100% autonomous in their artistry. 

		And lastly, they’d have administrative authority to run the studio their way. They would be in charge of their schedules, the production cycle, hiring and firing, and everything else under that umbrella term. 



	 

	Astoundingly, Visa agreed to all of it. All that the investors wanted was to be included in the process. Like any good business, they craved knowledge and wanted to learn all they could about their first foray into the video game industry. 

	So there you have it. Lienzo’s long and arduous hunt for funding Mulaka ended at this moment. From Kickstarter in the Sierra Tarahumara to the capital of tech wizardry in Silicon Valley, it was over. With salaries secured for everyone for years to come, the team could now put their talents to the test and make the best game they possibly could.
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	Making the Game

	 

	“They had to make it and see it fail, to understand [it would fail.]” 

	–Manuel Alderete

	 

	Shortly after all of the deals had been agreed to and all of the hands had been shaken, there was a wonderful sense of optimism that permeated the office. It cleared the room of all anxiety and had the team finally excited to get to work and make the game they’d set out to make. But where to begin? Do you start by designing the maps? By animating the bosses? By modeling NPCs? Do you start by working on the heads-up-display? How about the fighting mechanics? Or what about the story? Is that the guide? Where. Do. You. Start? I myself don’t have the slightest clue on where exactly video game production begins, and neither, it appeared, did Lienzo. To make matters worse, before their prayers were answered and their checks cashed, promises were made. 

	Edgar had all but guaranteed the investors that Mulaka would be made in about eight months. In his view, they would spend one week designing a level, two weeks actually building it, and the final week debugging it before moving on to the next. One level per month. While we’re not talking about designing a AAA game like The Witcher 3 or anything, that’s still a completely unrealistic development cycle for the game they wanted to make. But there were no more excuses at this point. They had to deliver; they were now beholden to their investors. 

	One thing to consider when looking at these early months of development under Visa was that, internally, Lienzo is run as a democracy. It’s a source of pride for Edgar and Rico, to be able to grant an equal say to all of the other members of the team and earnestly value their opinions as much as their own. “I try to not say to myself, ‘This is my company’ and ‘This is my game’ because I feel it subtracts from the ownership of the other guys, which is ultimately worse for the project. If the guys feel that the project is as much theirs as it is mine, it’s better for everyone.” Edgar’s words are very much true since he never speaks to his team with an authoritative tone or uses his rank to get his message across, but with that beautiful forward-thinking business model came the very chaos that stymied the first six months of Mulaka’s production. 

	“I guess we can start making the characters? Or we can start working on the systems for stuff?” said a bewildered Edgar with all eyes squarely on him. The team, he reflected, often returned his indecisive suggestions with a chorus of, “Nah, I don’t think so. Let’s do this other thing instead…” 

	It’s easy to see then how Edgar was largely naive about directing his team at this point in Mulaka’s early construction. By taking everyone’s opinions into consideration and mulling over too much feedback from too many people, it was, if not a recipe for disaster, a formula for a slow bottlenecked catastrophe. Manuel Alderete, the sole animator for the team, recounted his frustrations with this part of Lienzo’s mantra of a democratically run production. “It’s important to have someone being the ‘Director,’ and that gets kind of lost [here] sometimes. Sometimes everyone wants this one thing, and it’s not really the best [idea]...or someone from programming has input on the animation or art, but they don’t have enough experience to have input.” He went on, “It needs to be a balancing act, and sometimes it’s not.”  Recalling how their time was spent in those early months, Manuel ultimately lamented, “They had to make it and see it fail, to understand [it would fail.]” 

	So, the scramble to make the game saw everyone select their own tasks, their own starting points. They were given deadlines to work off of, but were otherwise doing it with little regard for the bigger picture, and as a result, nothing was ever completed, and certainly not as a team. What’s more, they were relatively new to the game, not yet masters at their craft, but mere journeymen recently graduated from apprenticeship, most of them anyway. Thanks to the almighty Google and YouTube, any information or process the team didn’t know how to do, was one click or tutorial away. “We were learning as we made the game” Rico had said. All of that didn’t make for a very efficient development cycle, not an eight month turnaround anyway. 

	Six months came and went with this aimless meandering that only occasionally sought to hit its deadlines when Edgar and Rico attended their bi-monthly meeting with the investors at Visa. Up to this point, all of the information being funneled to the board was positive, nothing but good news about their work and how successful it could potentially be. “I had neglected to tell them the bad things, out of fear.” Edgar conceded. The day of the meeting, after landing the deal of a lifetime, after six months of getting paid to make video games and showing up to the office every day to live the dream, Edgar let the investors know that they had nothing to show for it. Well, not nothing, but “shit” according to Edgar. They had two levels complete that were riddled with bugs and, much worse, weren’t fun to play. “You know what, we don’t know what we’re doing,” were Edgar’s words to the investors, “We know what not to do, which is what we’ve been doing for the past six months, but everything that we have needs to be erased and started over. This is where we are.” 

	The guilt was palpable, even when retelling the story to me years later, Edgar’s feelings on the matter were that of shame. “It was a really hard pill to swallow, to accept that you don’t really know anything [about making a game], and neither do these guys.” He said gesturing toward his team. Such was the feeling of remorse that all the members of Lienzo, all eight of them, agreed to work the next six months completely unpaid, to make amends for the time and money wasted. I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard this. It was equally astounding, and unfortunate. 

	Thankfully, the investors didn’t think that was necessary. “No no no, that doesn’t work. If I don’t pay you, you stop working. The team will lose interest and you’re not going to do your best. I want to support you and your work.” That response might seem like the investors weren’t considering the seriousness of the situation, but they were definitely disappointed. Though they never expressly said it, I’m sure they were reconsidering getting involved in the games industry to begin with. Subsequently, they reigned in the still learning development team, demanded that Edgar and Rico now attend a weekly production meeting with detailed goings on about the good and the bad, and start all over. 

	An internal seven day meeting between the guys was the first step to right the ship. Together this time, they listed all of the mechanics and key components of the game on a giant whiteboard and began erasing what didn’t work. By the time they finished, they had an empty whiteboard again, as clean as when they had started. What saved Mulaka though, from turning into some other thing that would compromise the original vision, was that they never lost sight of the degree to which the game had be authentic. Everything about the design needed to work in conjunction with the Tarahumara and their culture. That all started with the colors. 

	The Tarahumara people use extremely vibrant colors in most all of their clothing. Brilliant patterns of reds and radiant blues, dynamic pinks and active greens splash the dresses of the women and ride the trims of the men’s shirts and headbands. “The colors in Mulaka represent life” said Art Director Daniel Gutiérrez, “If you look at the color pallet for Dark Souls for example, it’s all gray, because everything is dead. But the Tarahumara are alive, and we wanted to show that through their colors.” The striking glow and intensity of the landscape and characters is all the more evident as a result when playing through the digital Sierra Tarahumara of Mulaka. 

	Much was also made of the decision to make the game low resolution, polygonal in aesthetic. At first, and this shows my ignorance on game design, I thought Lienzo went with that art style because of some budgetary concern, or a lack of expertise in their ability to produce more realistic graphics. Of course, I was wrong. The reason was much much different. You see, the Tarahumara are actually adept woodcarvers and often spend their time whittling various animals and objects for either personal use or for sale as tourist souvenirs. The composition of their work is sharp, jagged, and polygonal, a mirror image to the game. That’s reason number one. 

	Triangles and squares, the geometric makeup of Mulaka, is also primitive in nature. Primitive, not meaning “bad” as Daniel emphasized, but “elegant.” By appealing to those respective shapes and designs, he felt the bold and stoic nature of the Tarahumara could be honored. That’s reason number two. And finally, the last reason that the game looks the way it does is perhaps my favorite fact, a liner-note that no one who has ever played Mulaka really stops to appreciate. Mulaka is polygonal in its art design because of its visual simplicity. The Tarahumara are a simple people. Again, not to be confused with “simple-minded” as some sort of derogatory colonialist stereotype, but simple in their views on life and love, and their relationship with the earth. They are sincere, and that essence is purposefully captured and best represented through polygons. So my assumptions about Lienzo’s capabilities were unfounded and really only served to rob me from appreciating the nuance and tact that went into Mulaka’s visuals. 

	Despite the polygon veneer, the movement of the game itself is just as important, as that’s what can often make or break a fun gaming experience. Overall, Mulaka’s world and characters are uniquely pliable, as Manuel, the animator, explained, “I wanted the animation to be stretchy and bendy to make everything feel more alive, more flexible. Since the graphics are so stoic and hard, I wanted everything to be different. So I went for a very ‘toony’ design, exaggerated like old games from the 64.” He cited Banjo-Kazooie, Ratchet and Clank, and even Zelda the Ocarina of Time as inspirations for his approach. “Those games are very polygonal, but bouncy as well.” With the art style and movement down, the setting too was crucial to get right. 

	The Sierra, serving as the backdrop of the whole game, absolutely had to remain intact and capture the austere nature of the wild geography found in Mexico. To several members of the team, the dry mountain setting is more than just a convenient place to set their platforming action-adventure game. It’s the place where they’ve gone camping, where they’ve built fires, hiked, and taken field trips in their youth as students, where their pride is connected to the earth itself. It is the home of the Tarahumara whom they respect and feel a sense of kinship with. Their reverence is strong, and that makes for a kind of fidelity not often seen in video games. And they totally nailed it. Mulaka’s environment offers a great blend of faithful references to the actual Sierra and layers it with just the right level cartoonish gloss that invites wonder and exploration. 

	Along with the Chihuahuan Sierra serving as the setting, and the vibrant colors and polygons of the game, Mulaka, the title character, is arguably the most important part. “He’s a tricky character because he has to look dignified because he’s a shaman, but also wild like a warrior,” said Manuel on the protagonist's design. Equal parts shaman and superhero, the Sukurúame as the Tarahumara say, is a fearsome warrior that can interact with both gods and man. He represents the very best that humanity has to offer and is trying to save the world from its fourth destruction. His run, you’ll notice, is exaggerated with wide strides and never-ending leaps to symbolize the endurance of the Tarahumara, of runners like Lorena Ramírez Hernández and the real people that this game is inspired by. Every move and mechanic of his has purpose and is steeped in his people’s history. For example, Mulaka performs the actual Tarahumara rain dance when healing one of his three souls, a design choice that often resulted in my getting pummeled by my opponents while racing to restore my health.16 And while on the subject of dancing and music, the score too was vital in adding yet another layer and thread to tether the Mulaka to the “light footed ones.”

	Self-titled, “Vampiro,” Diego Borja, composed much of the music for Mulaka with the help of his audio crew and Martín Makawi, a member of the Tarahumara community and narrator for the game.17 Having done the music, effects, and ambient sounds, the tattooed, slick-backed, dark-haired, Borja recalled, “Everything that you hear in the game, all of the ambient noise, is taken straight from the Sierra. We went out to all of the big locals, the Copper Canyon, the Basaseachi Waterfall, and all of the other famous parts to record. The air, the birds, it’s all taken from the mountains, from real life.” He went on to talk about the difficulty he encountered in finding Tarahumara reference material to work off of. “It wasn’t like you could find it easily on YouTube,” he let me know. The problem was significant and the only way you could access the people, the music, is to travel 10+ hours into the Sierras, by bus, foot, and horse. Luckily, during their trip to record the ambient noise, the team met a chance musician. “We ran across someone from the Tarahumara, a young guitarist and called him over ‘Hey! Come here, show us what you’re playing!’ And like that we started talking and learning about their music.” Borja explained that “Matachines” were where they drew a large part of their inspiration.18 Ceremonial and trance-like in nature, the dance had a certain gravitas that the game could benefit from. 

	Along with the drums, the chapareque, the flute, and the guitar are also frequently used in Tarahumara music composition.19 Borja felt it necessary to learn to use some of their instruments, like the chapareque in order to make everything more authentic. “It was honestly a little difficult for me because I wanted to integrate my own style into it all, but I had to respect the culture from which I was taking from. I had to find the equilibrium between their ceremonial sounds and making it fun and exciting for the game. I hope I did a good job.” I think it’s safe to say that Borja did a great job, as Mulaka’s theme rings in my head when only slightly trying to recall it. It’s distinct and tied to the people from which it pays homage. 

	The attention to detail paid to ensure Mulaka was the genuine article and in line with the Tarahumara culture is all well and good, but none of it matters in the video game world if it’s not awesome to look at and engaging to play. That’s why Daniel Gutiérrez’s philosophy of the “rule of cool” is so important. It guided much of the Art Director’s way of seeing what worked and what didn’t. The assembly line starts with Conceptual Artist Adriano drawing the thing, Daniel rendering, rigging, and adjusting, and Manuel animating it all in a way that looks and feels badass. Ganoko for instance, the gigantic rock god that dawns the cover of this book, one of the most iconic bosses in the game, is a good example of Lienzo’s creatives taking the lore and legends of the Tarahumara which were often, “...poorly illustrated” according to the team, and exacerbating the concept to the point that it blew up into something awe-inspiring and most importantly, “cool.” 20

	With art, sound, setting, and style in the books, Lienzo seemingly put their game’s narrative on the backburner, which begs the question: what is Mulaka even about, and who wrote it? One member of the team I deliberately neglected to mention before now is Guillermo Vizcainó, programmer, video producer, and writer. A man of many talents, Guillermo joined the team in early 2016 as a full-time employee, right around the time Lienzo secured full funding from Visa.21 Hired to help provide programming support for Rico and Alan Márquez, Guillermo is actually credited for writing the story of the game. “When we originally started Mulaka, we had no writer, we had no one really in charge at that position,” he explained, “...at some point I told Edgar, ‘Hey I have a couple of ideas [for the writing]’ and I guess because there was no one else doing that job, Edgar said, ‘Just do it, do it if you want to,’ and they eventually just started calling me the writer.” Guillermo’s initiative thrust him far deeper into Lienzo’s ranks than he was ever expecting to go. 

	Movies, Guillermo mentioned, was where he took much of his narrative cues. And it was with the same enthusiasm that he talked about his favorite films, which he used to talk about Mulaka, the game he helped create. Though he came on to the project fairly late in this story, his passion and energy was unmistakable and raw. Guillermo represents something of Lienzo’s metaphorical “greenness” in the games industry. He is young (24), wide-eyed, and ferociously excited about the work his team is doing. He embodies the spirit of what Lienzo has yet to show the gaming world. And speaking of the world, according to the story of Mulaka, it’s ending. 

	It’s fitting that this game has everything to do with the end of the world seeing as how I’ve always been drawn to it, either through tornadoes, nuclear winters, asteroids, or, in this case, a purging of corruption. The driving conflict in Mulaka is the prevention of a great cataclysm, even though the world has already undergone three prior instances of the apocalypse before, according to real Tarahumara lore. You, the warrior Sukurúame, must first seek the help of the demigods to aid and arm you on your quest. Once gaining their blessing and powers, you have the shapeshifting abilities of the woodpecker, bear, snake, and puma to stop Terégori from purging the world of corruption once again.22 By allowing their legends to be told, it’s evident that the Tarahumara are concerned with sharing their story of humility, respect, and self-reflection with those outside of their community. In a time where the world seems to be run on chaos, bloodshed, and excess, Mulaka reminds us that humanity has indeed acted recklessly, and that sometimes a cleaning of the slate is in order, and that it’s not necessarily a bad thing. It might be painful, but it’s not bad or incorrect. This is where the game ends. This is where the production for Mulaka ends. At the credits. With a bright blue sky on screen and a promise of something better down the road. The game was finished. 

	On a late 2017 December afternoon in the Mexican state of Chihuahua, Mulaka, the video game first conceptualized as a minor 2D steam game, was finished as a 3D Action-Adventure that more thoroughly paid tribute to the Tarahumara than any video game in history. From la pregunta in 2011 to programming the credits in 2017, the making of Mulaka was over. 
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	Going Gold

	 

	“It’s because of Mulaka that we got funding. It’s because of Mulaka that I can say I work in video games in a city where nobody else does. I owe a lot of my personal and professional happiness to Mulaka”

	–Adolfo Aguirre

	 

	In early 2018, Mulaka became the first Mexican developed video game to have a near simultaneous release on all major gaming platforms.23  Through Adolfo Aguirre’s PS4 and Xbox contacts after Hunter’s Legacy, it was much easier to get Mulaka greenlit on those platforms, especially since their latest title was much more polished and grander in scope. Sony and Microsoft didn’t need much convincing and were all for it. Nintendo, however, was a complete gamble. Aguirre did his job in hounding Nintendo’s indie program to see what could be done, but with the Japanese industry titan in shambles after the death of the Wii U, he heard nothing from them for several months. Nintendo obviously had much more pressing matters to deal with than Mulaka. It wasn’t until the newly revealed, blockbuster hit Switch was announced that Nintendo sifted through their slush pile to find yet another query from Adolfo Aguirre letting them know that Lienzo’s unreleased video game Mulaka would be a perfect fit on their sleek new, handheld console. Eventually, the indie developer program contacted the expectant Aguirre and said they could indeed work together. This was a major development for the team and their careers as makers of games. But Nintendo had even more in mind for the young crew in Chihuahua. 

	After porting over Mulaka for the Switch, Rico and fellow programmer Guillermo ran into a gentleman by the name of Damon Baker at E3 2017. Mr. Baker’s official title is Senior Manager of Publisher & Developer Relations for Nintendo of America. In short, he’s the guy with the glasses and nice blazer introducing all of the “Nindie” titles for the Switch, an important man if you’re trying to advertise your new indie game. Having chatted with him over a beer, Rico and Guillermo mentioned that Mulaka was already running smoothly on the Switch, something that greatly impressed Baker. He was curious as to how they’d done it so quick. The pair didn’t really know how to answer and instead probed him about what to do next. “The game is essentially done, what do we do now? How can we promote it?” Baker offered a few suggestions for future events and the like, but apparently kept their efforts close to his chest since it was soon after that the team received an email from Nintendo requesting an early build to “test” it out. A short while later, Lienzo was notified that they’d be included in Nintendo’s “Nindies” Summer Showcase, a curated group of independent games that would serve to represent the standout games that Nintendo had coming down the pipeline. Baker himself enthusiastically described Mulaka to a viewership of millions:

	 

	The developers at Lienzo have created this lush game world inspired by the Tarahumara’s wondrous Sierra and its inhabitants. Famous for their running skills, they were once known as skilled warriors, and so you must live up to your ancestry by battling mythical creatures, solving puzzles, and undergoing magical transformations. Wield the power of the gods on your quest to become a true Sukurúame when Mulaka releases on Nintendo Switch with exclusive features and functionality in early 2018. (Baker)

	 

	After I asked Rico what it was like when the team heard a Nintendo exec talk about their game on a world stage, he looked down, smiled and seemed to look somewhere far off into the distance. He told me how they all screamed and hollered at the top of their lungs. It was “unreal” he said matter-of-factly. There’s a scene in 1996’s That Thing You Do, written and directed by the great Tom Hanks, where the one-hit-wonders of the film hear their song played on the radio for the very first time. Liv Tyler, assuming the role of the lead singer’s girlfriend, is sending out some letters for the post when she first hears it. Practically hysterical, she finds Ethan Embry, the bassist, and the two sprint down a 1960s main street before ending up in an appliance store where the movie’s protagonist, Tom Everett Scott, works. The trio is soon joined by the band’s guitarists, played by Johnathon Schaech and Steve Zahn. They tune all of the high end radios to the station playing their titular song before embracing, jumping, and dancing to the moment in front of the store’s conservative looking customers. Lenny, played by Zahn, even plants a hard-smacked kiss on a cardboard cutout of female advertisement; he’s so overjoyed. Somehow, I can picture this scene unfolding in the small Chihuahua office of Lienzo, with the guys wrapping their arms around each other as the rest of the workers in their shared office space watch in bewilderment as a moment of pure triumph and elation spills out into the world. In my version of it, Edgar would plant his own smooch on the Mulaka cut out in the corner of the room.24 

	There’s a very good reason why it was Nintendo accepting Mulaka that espoused such profound emotions from Lienzo and not Sony or Microsoft. “Nintendo is the one brand on earth, the one name that [we] grew up with. It’s probably the reason why we love video games in the first place, so it was very satisfying [to be on a Nintendo console,]” said Rico. And since its release, Mulaka has, unsurprisingly, performed the best on Nintendo’s latest handheld. When asked why that was the case, Rico wondered, “I don’t know. I think it’s probably the audience. People that find the Nintendo Switch appealing are more likely to find Mulaka appealing, for reasons that I don’t really fully understand,” he concluded, “It’s a very Nintendo game.” Despite all of that however, Mulaka was in fact out on all platforms, which meant that reviewers from all corners of the gaming universe would play, critique, and pour over it, for better or worse. 

	At 11:59 pm in the early days of March 2018, shortly after Mulaka had gone out to reviewers and major publications, Edgar sat in front of his illuminated computer screen with several tabs open, refreshing all of them fervently to see what the world had to say about a video game he had visualized all those many years ago. The game of course was not Edgar’s alone. Every member of the team had put pieces of themselves into the spaces between the spaces of this game. It was a united effort, and they were all as restless as Edgar to find out how it would fare: 

	 

	“For anyone looking to scratch that nagging Okami itch, even if it never quite reaches the same heights, you’re going to have a good time here. It may feel a tad familiar, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Sometimes, it’s just great to lose yourself in a goofy world for a bit.” 

	–Destructoid

	 

	“Mulaka’s strength as a game comes from the painstaking effort that has been made to sufficiently portray the culture of the Tarahumara people, and, as such, there is much joy to be found in exploring the sun-baked region and learning from those that inhabit it.”             

	–Nintendo Insider

	 

	“It offers an appealingly unique setting that makes it something more than a typical adventure game.” 

	–Gamespot

	 

	“With beautiful cinematic and accurate colors, it is undoubtedly the evidence that Mexico is making progress in the development of video games.” 

	–IGN Latam [Latin America]

	 

	“Mulaka offers a truly intriguing insight into the culture and mythology of the Tarahumara people, but is let down by some frustrating gameplay issues.” 

	–Nintendo Life

	 

	“It’s a shame, then, that such an interesting story and such fantastic designs are kind of wasted on a game that’s basically your standard action-adventure.” 

	–Gaming Age

	 

	“Unfortunately lacks the originality it so desperately needs to really stand out from the pack. Even though the art style is striking and bold, combined with an inventive cultural focus, the gameplay and overall design weigh it down to be little more than a passable action adventure title.” 

	–GameCrate

	 

	The reviews were in, and while some were tepid in their dissemination, the critics saw Mulaka for what it was trying to do and praised it accordingly. The universal consensus was that, in terms of sheer gameplay, Lienzo’s second time at bat had little originality going for it. Some saw through its facade as a Zelda clone that had been replicated several dozen times before. But what it lacked in mechanical daring, it more than made up for in its vivacity, and authentic approach to the portrayal of a real, living indigenous people. Other industry journalists saw Lienzo’s vision and the neglected history of the Tarahumara as brave and refreshing content. The attention to the game’s “cool” art style too, as guided by Daniel Gutiérrez, paid off, as did Borja’s superb work on the music, all of which only added to the good things the public was saying about Mulaka. 

	Of course, it wasn’t all good, some of it was more than tepid. Some of it was just down right mean. HeckingFrick, a Steam user who logged 2.4 hours in the game said, “[The] depth of field and combat are an actual sin on humanity and all its accomplishments. Waste of time and money.” While Frick’s evaluation was one of the harshest I ran across, there were a few others that were also unhappy with their playthrough of Mulaka, others that actually finished the game. PR & Publishing Manager Adolfo Aguirre elaborated on the studio’s reaction when having to stomach qualitative assessments from critics and fans. “In many ways I think that all of us have a mindset where we’re prepared for that criticism. Any time that you put yourself out there, you have to be ready to receive criticism, whether it’s constructive or not.” I suppose most indie developers with no reputation need to cover themselves with the thick skin Aguirre was alluding to if they intend to have a long a healthy life in the games industry. After all, it’s painful to have someone break down your work and lambaste it all to hell. It’s painful to withhold all explanation for why it didn’t turn out better. It’s painful to admit that...they may be right in their judgements.

	Although the team put out the best game they could with the time and money they had, they knew, more than anyone, what bugs exist in the game’s code, what defects and faulty mechanics it contains. “Everything bad that’s been said about the game we already knew. We already knew all the flaws, everything that sucked. Everything.” reflected Edgar. 

	Having of course played the game myself, I can say that I more or less agree with words said of Mulaka’s successes and shortcomings. I found myself looking past the sometimes uninspired combat or clumsy platform traversal because I wanted to keep playing and see what was around the corner. I talked to every NPC I could and read all of their delightful dialogue. In this capacity, Guillermo’s writing really tapped into that Ocarina villager charm that kept me hopping from person to person. The town of Paquimé, unfortunately, was the only real space that offered this communal experience of liveliness and vitality. Area by area, I took in the vibrant vistas set before me because I knew it was a replica of the real thing. I sprinted for miles just because I could. I solved simple, yet interesting puzzles that restored water to the region.25 I learned Rarámuri words in the load screens. And I glided, slithered, stomped, and leapt because those were the powers bestowed upon me. Mulaka shines by tying itself to its culture in a very real way without being too over the top or in your face about it. It feels organic and makes you happy to be in that space. Maybe because I knew beforehand that the game was made with the blessing of the Tarahumara themselves, I played through Mulaka as if I’d found a long lost artifact. It was a nice feeling, one unlike any other I’d felt playing a video game. In the end, I think I just wanted it to connect with me as a Latin American. And it did. 

	Admittedly, I knew absolutely nothing about the Tarahumara before I began the research for this book. My father of course knew all about them and educated me on some of the particulars. Though he himself has no ties to this indigenous people, I think he was secretly proud that I’d taken to researching them because they’re all connected. In the end, what Mulaka achieved for me, and why I found so much promise in the game, such that I would spend my entire summer writing about it, was that it managed exude a particular quality that so many other artistic endeavors lack: heart. 

	In the 2018 World Cup hosted by Russia, the Mexican national team shocked the world by defeating Germany, the 2014 champs in a 1-0 stunner. Upon Mexico’s inevitable defeat by Brazil, my father, wearing the National team shirt I’d got him, said, “These guys are never going to be as good as Brazil, or Argentina, or Germany, or Portugal. Sure they have a few decent players, but most of them are no good. They play with heart more than anything.” While those words might sound defeatist and pessimistic, I can assure you that’s not the case. He watches, year after year, from our living room and secretly wants them to win because they’re constantly playing against the odds. 

	Mulaka too plays against the odds and is full of heart. It’s constantly fighting the trappings of an independent studio from which it was made. And yet, it’s heart that lies at its very core. It’s in every piece of Adriano’s beautifully striking artwork that makes up the cut scenes. It’s in the rhythms and chimes that ring in Paquimé’s market village, where the Tarahumara seem to be thriving and prosperous.26 It’s in Terégori’s final admission that he’s not the game’s villain at all, that he’s a manifestation of humanity’s ills.27 It’s in the humorous animated sprinting of our favorite warrior Sukurúame. It’s in the careful programming and layout of Lake Arereko, a real lake hiding away in the mountains of Northern Mexico. It’s in the design of the great, towering Ganoko. And it’s in all its vibrant colors. Mulaka’s heart truly supersedes all of what it lacks. Murmurs of Lienzo’s game reverberated throughout the Mexican landscape and all the way across the border, where the media too wanted to see what was happening down in Chihuahua. 

	Several mainstream American publications picked up on what Lienzo was doing for the Tarahumara and indigenous people through video games. Paste Magazine’s Shonte Daniels wrote up a fantastic piece titled, “Mulaka is a Reminder of Whose Stories Go Untold” in which she stresses the need for more diverse histories to be explored and shared:

	 

	Mulaka isn’t the savior that will stop racism; no game, no one piece of work could ever do such heavy lifting. But the game is a great step in recognizing how many myths and legends of people of color go missing in the media. There’s security in retelling the same stories. Writing about Zeus or Icarus is safe because they’ve been remembered and memorialized time and time again. They’ve become universally recognized, whether it’s through ancient texts or Disney movies. But plenty of cultures have birthed stories that can be universally understood or loved, too. We simply need to elevate them in respectful ways, like Lienzo does for the Tarahumara.

	 

	How many times has a genre become saturated and tropey because of its exhaustive overuse? How many games have covered Japan’s samurai, or America’s Wild West, or Scandinavian Norse mythology? Don’t get me wrong, I love those games, but it does beg the question, what else is out there?28 Daniel’s point here is that it’s all safe, it’s all in lieu of other people's experiences with the world, something we might actually benefit from. Variety and Mashable also contributed to the foghorn effort to get Mulaka recognized, posting articles titled, “Mulaka: Struggle of Exploring Tarahumara Lore in a Video Game” and, “Indie Game that Aims to Preserve an Indigenous Culture and its Mythology,” respectively. Industry heavyweights IGN and Kotaku wrote up spotlight pieces as well. With Lienzo’s small team of eight developers miraculously stirring the pot in the states, it’s paramount we discuss Mulaka’s success in Mexico and Latin America. 

	To fully understand the breakthrough achievement and triumph that Lienzo had with Mulaka, a thorough examination of something called “Malinchismo” is in order. Malinchismo is the sentiment or feeling that something produced in your country or region is inherently worse than that of the same product produced by a foreigner. You know what that is. It’s favoring the Honda over the Ford because it’s Japanese. It’s paying that little extra for your beer because it’s imported. This pervading attitude is deeply embedded in Mexican consumerism in most all of its domestic products. And while it’s grossly unfair to say that Mexican goods, services, and programs are intrinsically bad, there are naturally several examples of them being inferior. 

	Edgar touched on this and said, “I’ve been there a lot of times, especially with tech things. In your mind you have Japan, China, and the U.S for tech related stuff, but not really Mexico, so there’s always this hesitation, ‘Is this gonna be any good?’” He went on, “If you see our media, our entertainment [industry], they suck ass, they’re really bad. If you see Mexican T.V or telenovelas, it’s done really poorly. It’s a joke.” Edgar’s harsh words are not unsubstantiated, as those examples have received criticism over the years, but he also reflected on the way in which ideas of cheapness flow from cutting corners. 

	 

	We still have a lot of people here in Mexico that find it hard to believe that designs or logos can be something that you [make] as a career. People think, ‘Why should I pay you for doodling?’ So that kind of thought process permeates everything in the creative industry in Mexico. Since we as consumers know that, we as consumers think, maybe they were stingy on something else vital in the process, and therefore it’s cheap. (Serrano)

	 

	This type of cultural stigma can seem almost insurmountable when trying to breach through and achieve success, but the team studied the market and planned on a grassroots strategy to foster room for genuine pride in Mexican products, particularly video games. 

	In one of their many videos on YouTube, Lienzo’s “LienZone Ep. 4 - Games in Mexico: The Problem” presents a candid and quality assessment of Mexico’s predicament. Here is the full transcript translated from Spanish, as given by Guillermo and Aguirre, as it offers an unvarnished breakdown of what they were up against:

	 

	GUILLERMO: The problem or challenge of making video games in Mexico, or any other project, is sustaining it and keeping it alive and in shape. And I think that’s where our problem as a video game industry lies in Mexico, let alone in Chihuahua, where we have YOREME, PROMEXICO, and a only a few government institutions that support development, that support projects like these, but the studios that get support are too few. And well, it isn’t their fault either. There isn’t enough cash flow for this that would help studios like us, like Xibalba, etc., to stay afloat. So all funding has to be external. I don’t know. It’s ridiculous, painful even. 

	 

	AGUIRRE: And it’s not only about support on investment and development of the project, but there’s also the support from consumers, support by purchase. And that’s an area where many Mexican studios have issues and complain frequently about. The rate between exposure and purchases...this rate is terrible in the Mexican market. It’s terrible in comparison to other markets because the Mexican audience doesn’t seem to care about purchasing Mexican video games. A Mexican gaming site called Gamedots released a short video titled: “Mexicans Don’t Give a Crap about Mexican Games” That’s the title of it. And they talked about this same idea that Mexican games aren’t being purchased by Mexicans. But they do buy FIFA every year, or Call of Duty and Gears of War, and criticize Mexican games for being bad, of being low budget. But how do you want it to not be low budget if there’s no money? 

	I’ve [also] talked with a few press representatives from different sites about the responsibility the [Mexican] gaming press has in making game development grow in Mexico. If we don’t have those [coverage] spotlights for their audience, it’s hard for us to achieve something when they don’t give us the space. In American however, they do. So we talk a lot about cooperation between both sectors because in the end, both the gaming press and the studios have the same goal, which is growing the video game industry in Mexico. With this shared goal, a lot of cool projects can be made to reach a bigger audience. The amount of gamers is Mexico is huge! We are second place worldwide in growth of the number of video game players. That’s a huge number, but games made on Mexican soil still aren’t being bought. Of course there’s an economic factor, but there are also cultural issues where we don’t buy simply for the fact that it’s Mexican. “It must be bad” so we don’t buy. That’s a problem where we need the people and we need the gaming press to support us. We can only achieve this by building relationships and building a community. 

	 

	Lienzo’s call for a community was smart and right on the money. They saw what studios like CD Projekt did for their native Poland through the Witcher series and sought to lay roots in their home country too, so that in ten, twenty years, Mexico is seen as an industry pillar like the U.S and Japan. By appealing directly to their prospective audience through YouTube in Spanish, reaching out to local radio stations and newspapers, calling in every favor they had with university contacts and social media friends, the eight members of Lienzo were able to transcend the cultural hurdles that surrounded them and create a burgeoning movement of excitement for Mexican games’ development. Teams like Squad, Hyperbeard, Bromio, Mecha Studios, and Focka Games are all blossoming Mexican developers that have rallied with Lienzo to amass collective encouragement for the greater community. And the greater the community spreading the word about your game, the more likely it will get noticed.  

	The existence and subsequent success of Mulaka saw Lienzo recognized by Latin American media giants like Televisa, Univision, Telemundo, and several other national outlets, blogs, and podcasts. There were also countless newspapers writing up stories and several dozen universities that called the studio to come and speak to their student body now that they had accomplished the feat of having their game globally recognized. A billboard was even erected in Chihuahua City with Edgar’s face and trademark mole that read, “Pride of Chihuahua.” It stood on the side of the highway as proof that the community was listening to their plea for exposure and support. Still, as Edgar reminded me, it was bittersweet to receive state appreciation since they rejected Lienzo’s bid for aid so many years ago, yet here they were holding them up as something they championed. 

	After the dust settled and the reviews generally favored Lienzo’s painstaking efforts, all of the members of the team were stunned when they found they were starting to getting recognized at local parties and places that might have read a story or two about their game. Guillermo Vizcainó shared his thoughts on what it’s like when he runs across admirers like this. “Seeing a reaction with so much respect and an upwards looking glance is just odd. We’re not that different from them. We just happened to find a group of people that wanted to put in the hours and that’s it. We’re not that special, and to have people come to us for advice, we’re just like, “Dude, we just google shit.” Though Guillermo was only partially joking, I reminded him that everyone is self-deprecating when they’ve done something of worth, everyone presents their false modesties. Yes, they sometimes felt lost and relied on help from the internet and YouTube and Google, but so what? So does the whole world. They made something that didn’t suck by grinding and not giving up, and that matters. I told him that although their work might seem only slightly significant to them, it means something to everyone that will come after them, particularly young Mexican women and men, who look to foreign territories to make their games. Now they know that it can be done at home. And it means something to the Tarahumara, whom they paid unequivocal reverence.

	All of the media attention, local, national, or otherwise came with a whirlwind-like velocity that had the team adjusting and struggling to believe what had just transpired. Pulled in a million different directions, the crew was now traveling all over the world to attend games conferences and conventions. It was a complete turnaround. I too was caught by surprise by their game and what it would mean for me personally and professionally. After learning of Lienzo’s existence from that fateful IGN post and sizing up the odds against me, I drafted a proposal that would change my life forever. I hurriedly emailed Aguirre while in my classroom at school, first introducing myself and Select Start Press, and then laying out my vision for a book detailing their story. Heart in my throat, I rocked back and forth in my chair, not really knowing what I’d just gotten myself into, or if it would even take. I couldn't concentrate for the rest of the day considering all of the ways they could respond. 

	This was potentially a breakthrough opportunity for Select Start Press, the company I’d helped co-found only two years prior. My partner Dylan Altman and I had already released two books under our start-up in 2017 and 2018, which were anthologies that discuss very different topics.29 But with the proposal I’d sent over to Lienzo, this third book would be wholly different with its own set of unique risks. It meant I would fly to Mexico, interview the developers, record notes and footage, and package it all in a digestible and exciting way for people to read about. It meant I would do so by taking the summer off from work, you know, that thing that pays the bills. It meant I would write while my wife and I were expecting our first child, a baby girl. But for any of that to take place, I’d first need a reply from Lienzo. 

	Aguirre’s initial response was one of shock and disbelief. He’d forwarded my proposal to the whole team and, collectively, they thought I was nuts. Maybe they thought I wasn’t for real, or maybe it was more self-depreciation and they thought themselves undeserving of having something so extensive written about them. Whatever the case was, they saw the same opportunity I did and thankfully agreed to work together, let me in to their world, and tell this story. The last chapter of this book covers my time in Mexico with the team at Lienzo. 
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	Welcome to Mexico

	 

	“It’s not what’s on your feet, it’s what your feet are doing”

	–Christopher McDougall

	 

	Monday

	My trip began with a standstill at midnight, waiting on the shadowy tarmac of LAX. Two months had passed since Mulaka’s release and my proposal being accepted. Two months had passed and I was aboard an airplane eagerly ready to make something happen. Mere seconds from setting off on a grand adventure, a group of 10 passengers unbuckled their seatbelts, decided they were not in the mood to fly, and asked for emergency assistance in getting off of the plane. I sat patiently, shuffled in my cramped seat, and I waited. I was so giddily excited about the trip that’d I’d neglected to understand the severity of the delay. It was another hour and a half before security was able locate and unload the several dozen pieces of luggage that belonged to those passengers jumping ship. Mercifully, the plane began to roll and I then set off racing into the night sky bound for Guadalajara, Jalisco, the only layover before reaching Chihuahua and the crew at Lienzo. I was traveling with my older brother Hans, who would handle most of the camera work, and serve as my sole companion on my first real visit to our father’s Mexico, a country I’d only ever seen on the news and in movies.30 

	Our plane landed in Guadalajara at roughly 6am, one and one half hours late due to our setback in Los Angeles. With only thirty minutes to clear customs and navigate our way through a foreign airport, we sprinted to our next gate only to find that we’d missed the flight to Chihuahua. We were brutally informed by a less than sympathetic attendant that the next flight would leave the following morning. We were stranded. My giddy excitement, housed deeply inside my heart, vanished as I was forced to face the reality that my adventure would have to wait a whole day. It was deflating. Frustrated and tired, my brother and I threw our bags down and booked a stay at the nearest hotel. As I sat on a hard gray sofa in the hollow hotel lobby, the notion started to creep inside my mind that I may have made a mistake in coming in the first place, that all of this was a terribly bad idea. Thankfully, my brother balances out my sometimes more pessimistic outlook on things and decided, for the both of us, to take in the sights while we were stuck in Guadalajara anyway. 

	Airports and airport hotels, can be quite boring and tedious. They can be colorless and hypnotizing in their monotonous way of moving about, but after taking cab ride into Tlaquepaque31 and seeing the vivid papel picado32 strung up high on an old cobbled street, all of my frustration and annoyance faded away. Again, my excitement found its way into my heart, where it was met with wild curiosity. I was eager to turn every corner and see what I’d find. We walked all throughout the city, getting lost under the summer sun, and soon found ourselves in downtown Guadalajara. There, we saw the Guadalajara Cathedral, the Rotunda of Illustrious Jaliscienses, the Plaza Tapatía, the Plaza de los Mariachis, the Templo de San Agustín, and the Teatro de DeGollado, among other sites. Standing before those centuries-old buildings ranging from baroque to neoclassical in architecture, walking amongst people that looked like those of any barrio in my neighborhood, smelling and eating the intoxicating food, and just wandering, I found myself thanking those responsible for our flight delay, because if it wasn’t for them, we wouldn’t have started our trip in such a beautiful fashion.33 

	 

	Tuesday

	We boarded our second flight with no problems to speak of, touching down in Chihuahua exactly 24 hours late. A tall, boyish looking man, dark mole on his left cheek, and a tight fitting God of War t-shirt arrived to pick us up from the airport. From my periphery, I could make out the crisp Nintendo hat that stood planted on the dashboard of his car. He was a gamer through and through. “Hey! You made it!” he said with great gusto, arm extended. It was Edgar Serrano. 

	My immediate in-person impression of this man was one of youth. I mean this as neither insult or criticism. From his face, to his voice, and even to his demeanor, Edgar appears young at heart, but beneath the exterior is a savagely cunning man. Every conversation I’d had with him up to that day had been one of indifferent professionalism. All of it rehearsed, all of it meant to reveal precisely what he wanted the public to know about Lienzo and himself, which was to say he wanted the world to take them seriously, as well he should. But in person, Edgar is a far cry from the camera ready Studio Director of a rising indie studio. He is a shrewd and driven person that’s quick to belt out a laugh and a joke when approached with sincerity. Refreshingly, in this first encounter, he wasn’t “on” so to speak. Still, I thought I sensed a hint of extra hospitality in his manner, as if feeling the need to make a good impression since I represented an American publisher writing a book on his company. But really, who was I? 

	During our car ride into the city, Edgar excused himself and said that he likely wouldn’t be able to make it to our first lunch with the team since he had to see about a mattress. Apparently, he had just closed on his very first solo apartment, which was a big deal for him. Though it had a leaky roof, it would be his. Located only a few minutes from the studio, the apartment clearly occupied much of his attention. I gave an inward chuckle at the notion that there I was, having flown hundreds of miles to meet him and his team, and he had to see about a mattress. 

	We rested for a few hours at the hotel before walking over to Lienzo for the first time. Thankfully, it was a just a short walk to the studio, but with temperatures standing at around 90+ degrees, my brother and I found our shirts thick with sweat after only rounding the corner from the hotel lobby. I took stock of the graffiti littering the vacant buildings and roadway walls along the way; they served as an appropriate backdrop to the day laborers mixing cement and working on random repairs to a brick fence. The more I looked around, the more I thought I was in my hometown of Sun Valley, California. After all, it wasn’t that much different. The weather was virtually identical– hot and dry, the back streets filled with amateur tagging and blue-collar men with dark tans working painfully hard on their given task. Just beyond that we passed by the famous “Tec de Monterrey” I’d heard so much about. 

	Founded in 1943, the private school, Tecnológico de Monterrey, stands as the most easily identified university in all of Latin America. The Chihuahua campus, which is utterly instrumental for Lienzo’s story, contains a junior high school, high school, and university curriculum where one can attain their Bachelor’s, Master’s, and even PhD. Exactly half of the team at Lienzo attended the pricy school for at least one part of their education. Not only responsible for their academic instruction and proficiency with the English language, Tec was also where several team members met and forged their garage band-like bond. As we walked by, a gigantic flag of Mexico waved brilliantly high above on a flagpole in the distance. I was thoroughly impressed as I reached for my favorite red bandana to wipe the sweat from my brow. Located immediately across the street from Tec stood Lienzo’s office building. We had made it. 

	In order to reach the actual work space that the team operates out of, one must pass through the workstations of a separate company also owned by their investors, a tax software firm of about twenty employees that function on the absolute minimum amount of conversation and social banter. Step past the glass door that separates them and Lienzo, and you have a radically different story. Inside the 10X30 slice of an office that Lienzo is given are about ten computers and monitor stations, each with their own sense of personality, tricked out with an assortment collector’s figures, amiibo, and a deluge of other gamer paraphernalia. The tables they lay on are littered with wires, keyboards, USB drives, game controllers, and notepads on which to sketch. On the walls are various video game posters–most of them promotional art pieces for Mulaka, fan art that’s been mailed in, or awards they’ve won from different organizations; their pride is apparent. It all it looks like a fraternity club house that only the coolest game geeks are privy to. 

	My chief goal in heading down to Chihuahua was to get the scoop on how Lienzo came about and how they managed to fund and get Mulaka produced. I would achieve this through a series of interviews with each and every member of the team. One by one, I would talk to them and ask about their experience working at the young studio. Upon meeting the team, I laid out my plan and they were all for it. After all, they’d had plenty of media roll through in the last few months for similar reasons, so I was just another passerby, albeit with a much more comprehensive task. Everything was set; it was our first day on the job and I was ready to get to work, but before that, it was lunch time.

	Perhaps one of my absolute favorite things I witnessed while being let behind the scenes at Lienzo was their talk of where to eat. The food talk was real. Not only did they want me to experience their country and city through the food that they loved, but they had powerfully different opinions on all of the nearby restaurants. Art Director Daniel would scratch at his beard and recommend a place called Señor Camarón, only to have Conceptual Artist Adriano interrupt him mid-sentence and remind the group that barbacoa tacos would be an especially good choice. This went on for a few minutes as I watched and listened to their sophisticated opines on what culinary delicacies to enjoy that first day. At the end of what would surely not be the last food debate, the team settled on a chain restaurant called Escuadón that serves the local specialty, montados.34 Suffice it to say, it was delicious and worth the debate.

	After lunch we started the interviews in earnest, beginning with Aguirre and then Guillermo. They told me how they got hired and what their day to day was like. I asked what they did outside of work, and received and a bewildered, “...play video games, [obviously]” from Aguirre, while Guillermo elaborated on his favorite guilty pleasure game, Just Dance. Both often referred to each other, though they didn’t know it. Without needing an explanation, it was clear the two have a close friendship, joking and ribbing each other constantly while working, similar to the way an old married couple might. Despite their laid back dispositions, their way of speaking told me that they were industry professionals, and took their job as seriously as any other industry professional would. At only 24 years of age, the two spoke about their studio with the self-confidence of twenty year veterans, all while their excitement and passion laced every answer given. It was obvious from the start that they’re all in for Lienzo, for the promise of what they’re yet to achieve. To have team members like this, I thought, was a rare and fortunate find. Eventually, we ended the sessions and resolved to complete the brunt of the interviews the next day. My brother and I walked the same street back to the hotel as dusk set in, enjoyed a parrillada de pollo for dinner, and enjoyed a few beers before calling it a night. 

	 

	Wednesday

	In the morning began the onslaught of hour long interviews with Adriano, Diego Borja, Alan, Manuel, Daniel, and finally Edgar, who would need two sessions since he possessed knowledge of the business minutiae Lienzo fought through. The first one up for the day was Adriano.

	Adriano Hernández and I largely talked about his deep seeded love for Coheed and Cambria and World of Warcraft. His delicate manner of speech switched between English and Spanish, the latter of which was employed when something particularly detailed came about. He told me about Ikki the cat and Hunter’s Legacy, and how it was his self-taught art style that arrested Edgar’s attention, paving his way to join the team. 

	Diego Borja’s interview was completely in Spanish, and had us discussing his appreciation of death metal music and the difficulty he had in holding that back from Mulaka and its Tarahumara inspired score. He told me about the lack of reference material online and learning new instruments from scratch just to pull the whole thing off. After the game’s success, Borja thought himself lucky if given the chance to work on a game again, as he enjoyed the unique challenges of the job. It also turned out that “Vampiro” wasn’t just into hardcore metal music, but was actually a hardcore gamer. He gave me a laundry list of titles that were his jam. At the moment, was consumed with Arc System Works, Dragon Ball FighterZ. 

	Alan Márquez was a curious person to meet, since he’s far and away the quietest person on the team. Responsible for a large portion of the programming at Lienzo, Alan keeps to himself, with his headphones plugged in, and leaves much of the office clamor to the rest of the guys, only speaking up when absolutely necessary. In talking to him, I found out about his love of competitive online racing games, how competing on a world platform is exciting for him and unlike any other kind of game. Slowly, he opened up more and more as the interview went on, elongating and elaborating on questions with remarkable and thoughtful depth. When mentioning his vibe to the rest of the team, I always got, “Oh yeah, that’s just Alan, he’s always like that, even with us.” None of it was a bad thing, but it did present a stark contrast to the rest of them. He went on to talk about his rigorous note taking after Mulaka’s release, on writing down bugs that could be fixed, even though there was no plan to implement the changes. He was thorough in his craft. At the end of the interview he gifted me a copy of Jason Schrier’s Blood, Sweat, and Pixels: The Triumphant and Turbulent Stories Behind How Video Games Are Made. Rarely am I given books as presents, but every time I am, I wish more people would.

	Manuel Alderete, the singular animator on the team, spoke fast and with purpose. With long black hair draping his face, he walked me back to his days playing Mario Paint and creating flash animations like those found on the influential NewGrounds.com of the 90s. As the oldest member of the team, Manuel contains an encyclopedic body of knowledge specific to the kinds of games his studio produces, games that serve as a rough guide for the team’s creative visions. Having always worked closely with computers, Manuel confessed that he had to learn the open source 3D content creation program, Blender, in a mere two days while starting work at Lienzo. Now several years out, he looks perfectly comfortable in his position and in the quality of his work. 

	My interview with Daniel Gutiérrez began with a conversation about his previous work in insurance and how “square” it was. His degree in graphic design, coupled with the feeling that he was “creatively dying on the inside” at his sales job, ultimately had him quit and make the jump to Lienzo only after they’d secured funding and could provide a full-time salary. Daniel is not a dumb man. He’s also one of the few married men on the team, and appears to have his priorities settled. We spent much of our time going through Mulaka’s development, since he was one of the first members of the team, outside of the founders of course. Everything from the color pallet to the wood carving polygonal design has Daniel’s fingerprints on it. He went on to explain to me how he was sent to an English camp in Colorado and spoke confidently about his views on the games industry, on the various merits between Triple-A and indie games, and how seeing Mulaka on a Nintendo console was a “dream come true.” That seemed to be the prevailing phrase used by the whole team every time I brought up Mulaka and Nintendo.  

	Though all of the stories and accounts of what transpired for the team at Lienzo were thoroughly interesting and poignant in their own way, I was beginning to feel my eyelids dip and my head bob as I fought off a hard afternoon nap. But just as I was ready to give in to the lull, my interview with Edgar began. The purpose of this first interview with him was to establish and unwind the long timeline of events that began with his idea for Mulaka in late 2011 all the way up to its release in 2018. It was a fascinating account that I was happy to hear, but it was also a lot to take in, with as many twists as there were turns. Hearing Edgar tell his story, I was in awe of what he and his team were able to accomplish in the place and fashion that they accomplished it in. We ended part one of our session just I was getting my second wind. The day was over however, and the team, much like myself, was ready to head home and unwind. 

	It was only about 6 pm in the evening and my brother and I hadn’t a thing to do with the day’s work over, until I remembered that it was Wednesday, June 6, 2018. Two things marked that day for me. The first was that it was the day before my five year wedding anniversary and I wouldn’t be home to spend it with my wife, something which she never lets me forget (sorry love!). The second was that it was game 3 of the NBA finals between the Golden State Warriors and the Cleveland Cavaliers. Down two games, the Cavs, willed to the finals by LeBron James, were in an ugly position and were playing at home, their best chance to stop the bleeding. My brother and I again ordered up room service, left the AC on a gentle hum to cool our stuffy hotel room, and caught a local broadcast in Spanish. The game ended in disappointment as the Cavs lost, which I didn’t really care about so much as I wanted James to do the impossible and win. You see, I don’t much care for the Warriors. The only California team I root for is my Los Angeles Lakers.35 It was a productive day and an entertaining night. We would have one more day with Lienzo before they had other business to attend to. 

	 

	Thursday

	As day broke and I lamented the fact that the Lakers hadn’t been to the playoffs since 2013, we found ourselves racing toward a local radio station, Ponte Exa, for a morning interview scheduled to promote the book you’re reading right now. Aguirre had reached out to one of his contacts and was able to schedule an interview for me to speak about my business in Chihuahua. There I was, having not written a single word for this text, and I thought it a good idea to get on live air and talk about it. Geez. I was nervous since the tables were flipped and I was the one being interviewed, especially since it was all in Spanish.36 After some light teasing about my accent, I found my groove and sold the hosts on why Lienzo’s story needed to be told, and how much it could mean for an industry lacking in diverse stories. Really, I was just trying to build excitement. Overall, it was an exhilarating experience that I hope to do again someday. 

	With that out of the way, we met up with the team for some tasty breakfast tacos before heading in to the office. My brother Hans diligently set up all our equipment again for our final day of shooting as I readied myself for one more round of close, personal sessions with the team. The first interview of the day was with the illusive Adolfo Rico, who I had just met for the first time earlier that morning. Rico, if you recall, is contemplative and thoughtful in speech. As one of the founding members, he also had much to say about their origins, information I was happy to have. In his estimation, Lienzo’s whole story, all of it, was baffling. Even he could not quite grasp how they’d come that far and make a game that actually found international success with the obstacles that stood in their way. Moreover, that it was hailed as a triumph for Mexico and a celebration of the Tarahumara. He just couldn’t quite believe it and didn’t want to take credit. Modest is how I would choose best to describe Rico. Other than business matters, he told me about his longtime friendship with Edgar–how it had taken a different form since they’d co-founded the studio, about his wife, and how he is the only member of the team that works from home since he lives out in Cuauhtémoc, about an hour away. Once a week, he gets in his car, drives in, and participates in the investor meetings. Other than that though, he’s making a go of working from outside of the city. 

	One final word about Rico that I think bears mentioning is something that happened on our drive out to lunch that day. It has nothing to do with video games, and yet, speaks to the kinds of people behind the scenes of our favorite titles. During the ride to go eat something called pelotas de arroz, Rico sat behind the wheel of his tiny Fiat, looked around, and began, seemingly out of nowhere, to tell us about the influx of homeless people in Chihuahua, and how they’d come from so many Latin American countries outside of Mexico. El Salvador. Guatemala. Panama. Nicaragua. Colombia. Venezuela. People likely heading for the border, or just looking to settle where they stood. It was curious because it didn’t need saying, we could see several rundown, crestfallen people drifting around the train tracks, loitering to see if anyone would offer a hand. No sooner did he finished giving us this talk, than he rolled down his window and asked a haggard looking young man standing at his doorside, “Where do you come from brother?” He said, dropping a few coins into the man’s palm. I was taken aback, struck by the fact that he engaged in a real conversation and took the time to ask where the man was from. This happened on at least one other occasion with Rico that I witnessed. It wasn’t a pretense or an unintentional display of wealth, but a show of sincere generosity that only comes from real compassion; at that moment, I was happier than ever to be working with this particular team and these kinds of human beings. 

	After wrapping up with Rico, I went for round two with Edgar. I used the time to fill in some of the holes I’d missed the day prior, and got to learn more about who Edgar Serrano is. He told me about the weight of representing Mexico at gaming conventions across the U.S, and how it’s simultaneously awesome and frightening. He spoke of the difficulty Lienzo has in trying to hire female professionals, that they would love to contribute to the growing number of women in games, but the sad fact of the matter is he said, “They’re just not sending in their CVs, not in Mexico anyway.” Finally, when asked what was the best part of working at the studio, he quickly responded, “It’s the ability to choose our own path.” I’d wager most indie developers would say something similar to that question, and none of them would be wrong, because it’s in that autonomy that creativity is able to thrive and flourish into wonderful things. Edgar knows that and doesn’t take it for granted. 

	The final interview my brother and I would conduct on Lienzo was a round-table style discussion in their office. I asked that everyone make a large circle and participate in a freewheeling talk about their work and their thoughts on my being there. “We thought you had made a mistake” said Edgar. “What the fuck!?” was Aguirre’s initial response. “Is he sure?” thought Daniel upon first reading the proposal I’d sent in. It was reassuring to hear that on the receiving end of this project was a team that was just as nervous and unsure about themselves as I was. 

	We talked about many things as the film rolled. We talked about their cult following in Mexico, about speedrunners who’ve completed impressive runs of Mulaka, their personal favorite parts of the game, and about their journey figuring stuff out along the way.37 We talked about “lazy progression paths” in the game that they regretted not working harder on, about the future of their company, and about receiving some harsh criticism on their games. When touching on this last bit, I took the opportunity to ask how they would feel reading about themselves in this book, and perhaps worry that I’d paint a less than stellar version of their story. “Nah man, it’s about having the full picture,” said Guillermo instantly, “It’s not about what we want to portray to the outside. To know someone [or something] you have to know all of them, including the bad stuff. It’s got to be in there, otherwise it’s not really the full picture.” I was glad to hear those words, since I could have been met with a different answer and different treatment indicative of their expectations. But they were just fine having me observe and take my notes, come what may. 

	Nearing the end, an emphatic Adolfo Aguirre felt it necessary to speak up and say, “I don’t want people to perceive this book as a ‘success story,’ about us bragging about what we did ....we don’t see this as a success story. We see this as a story about how it’s possible for someone to follow their dreams, follow what they love to do, and for it to just work because of dedication and hard work.” The team all nodded in agreement before Edgar broke the silence and added:

	 

	You know, Daniel and I were talking a few months ago about what we’d do if we didn’t make it and he told me, “Well, we’re going to make games because that’s the only thing we know how to do. Get it in your head that that’s what we’re going to do for the rest of our lives. We’re nearing thirty and it’s not that common to change careers [here], and we don’t want to.” That’s what Daniel told me, and then Aguirre, just the other day says, “Whether we like it or not, we’re already pegged as the studio that did something cultural, and it turned out good. That’s an advantage that we shouldn’t let go.” So...remember when you first dipped a French fry into a shake and you realized that those things could combine?...We now know, or have the experience [about] how to make a better game than Mulaka. And we can’t help but be Latin because we are Latin. So that mixture is going to be something people haven’t seen before. People haven’t seen a good game made with this flavor that we inevitably have to put in because that’s a part of what we are, and that’s something that people are really going to love.

	 

	This felt like a good place to end the final day of recording. Everyone joined in on a celebratory clap because it felt like the right thing to do. We shook hands and breathed a sigh of relief as the night approached. To cap off our time with the team, we agreed to meet up for diner at a place called the Sotoleria in downtown, whose specialty was their Sotol.38 This was a night where several members of the team brought their friends and family, their wives and girlfriends. There was lots of laughing, eating, and drinking. No more PR questions or answers. The summer breeze of the evening was smooth on our skin as we joked and hollered in the street patio of the Sotoleria. The next day would see Edgar, Rico, Guillermo, and Aguirre leaving for an important industry event in the U.S, but while they were enroute to the states, my brother Hans and I were on a 5:30 am bus to the Sierra Tarahumara, where Mulaka is based, and there is no mercy for a horseback riding virgins like I was. This would be the last leg of our adventure in Mexico.

	

	 

	Friday

	I didn’t know what exactly I was in for when booking a horseback tour in the Sierra Tarahumara, but I had a lot of time to think it through since the bus ride there was 4 ½ hours long. 2016’s Doctor Strange played in Spanish on a tiny CRT television set pinned to the corner of the bus. The sun still lay hidden behind the towering mountains around us. Hurling toward them, I knew I wanted to see the Sierra for myself before leaving Mexico. I knew it was absolutely imperative that I experience them since so much of this book was pulled directly from what’s transpired in those canyons. That is where Terégori is feared and respected. There is where the rusíwari still exist and devour the soul. That is where the ways of old are still the ways of life. It’s one thing to play a game or read a book and think you understand an entire history, but physically being there would have me connect to Mulaka, Lienzo, and the enormous effort behind all of this in a way that nothing else could.

	We arrived at the mountain pueblo of Creel around 10 am.39 We had just enough time to wolf down a burrito of ham and eggs before meeting up with our guide, Joselo–a small, stoic vaquero who was raised alongside the Tarahumara since birth. Upon reaching the horses, I was expecting to get some kind of tutorial on how to handle and control the thing, since I confessed to our intimidating guide that I’d never ridden. He gave me only the briefest of glances that said, “figure it out” before showing me his back and starting our ride. Thankfully, my brother was experienced and gave me the rundown as he too, started trotting. Joselo, who took point, was riding his favorite horse, named Príncipe. My brother, riding shotgun, rode Tomate, named after the local boy who sold Joselo the horse. The boy apparently had rosy red cheeks and was delighted to hear that his old horse was named after him. Rounding out the back, I had the pleasure of riding Guzmán, named after Joaquín Archivaldo Guzmán Loera, otherwise known as “El Chapo,” the most notorious drug kingpin in all of Mexico. And true to his name, my horse caused me nothing but trouble. He constantly shoved Tomate out of the way and felt most at ease when riding behind Joselo and Príncipe. It took all of my strength to keep him in line when trekking across the rugged inclines of the Sierra. 

	We started the ride alongside a small, tranquil ravine to our right. Wild pigs, squirrels, and rabbits roamed about while we made our way through Joselo’s carefully carved out path. A few children of no more than seven or eight sat on the edge of a grassy hill, overlooking the water run beneath them. Joselo reached in his bag and tossed over a few candy bars at them. “Hijo!” He yelled, “Split it with your sister.” I asked if they were his kids and he replied, “No, but I always pack a few goodies when I go out on rides to give to the kids. They’re dirt poor and most of them have never had a treat like this.” I was reminded of Rico, and the thought of brotherly love again entered my mind, or the Tarahumara notion of kórima. The birds chirped out of sight as the sun now took its place high above our heads; Guzmán and I had not yet made our peace with one another. 

	Reaching one of the many peaks we’d come across, we unmounted our horses and paused for our first break to see the widest canyon view I’d ever seen in my life. For as far as I could see, there was only blue sky overhead and mountains, rocks, boulders, trees, crevices, and ways to get lost or die. I thought of the dark-skinned, brightly dressed Tarahumara, whom Joselo often took the time to speak about. “They’re very private people, and don’t give a crap about how they come off to the outside world. Their villages are deep in the mountains, several days ride inland, and they like it that way.” I thought of the world outside of them, the world I come from and how different it is. It’s not worse, or better, just different. When out in nature, I often find myself wondering if I wouldn’t be better off amongst the trees and rivers of the world, away from everything I’ve ever known. The Tarahumara, like many indigenous cultures, are not concerned with material wealth or ego driven fame, but instead conduct diverse sets of ceremonies to pray for good health, good harvest, and good thoughts toward their dead and their benevolent deities. Standing on the mountainside, breathing in a collection of raw, fresh air, I considered our two worlds as separate, and inextricably connected. 

	Throughout our six hour ride, we went up and down the canyons, crossed over streams, and even went off course, on foot, to see ancient markings etched on the walls of cavernous pockets along the valley. Every so often we would come across a small encampment of the Tarahumara, their clothes hanging out to dry under the intense sun. I asked Joselo when we’d reach a full village like that of Paquimé in Mulaka and he just gruffed a sarcastic laugh. They were too far away for us to remotely come close, he said. Plus, he had to ask if we would even be welcome. My naive sense of privilege clouded the reality that I was there as a guest, and should approach the situation as such. As we moved past the small shacks of the few Tarahumara we did see, it began to rain. 

	At first it was a light drizzle that came as a relief to my sunburned arms, but then it got heavier as the water plopped down on our bodies, and we moved a little quicker on the narrow cliffside trail ahead of us. I more or less had control of Guzmán at this point as we descended downward toward the safety of flatter land. I was tired and wet, not totally frustrated since I was still very much in awe by my surroundings. Before us, the city of Chihuahua stood as a miniature of itself in the distance. We continued on and eventually found a dispersed village of both Tarahumara and mountain locals. Their homes were a patchwork of whatever loose materials provided adequate coverage and warmth. Several children sat around the shade of a tree and looked on as we slowly made our way past. At the end of the village trail was a truck that would take us back to Creel. I unmounted Guzmán, gave him a soft stroke to say thank you for not killing me, and got in the truck to catch our four and a half hour bus ride back to Chihuahua. 

	Sore and uncomfortable, I sat on the bus heading for town as Doctor Strange again played on the small T.V set, and found myself desperately wanting the modern comforts of my world. It was around 10 pm as we entered the station and caught an Uber back to the hotel. My brother and I barely said a word to one another as our exhaustion prevented us from enjoying our last night in Mexico. We stumbled into our room and collapsed on the bed, eventually, sleep overtook us and our trip was over.

	 

	Saturday

	The following morning was a Saturday and I thought about flying home, about getting back to my wife and yet-to-be-born daughter, and the work I’d have ahead of me in writing this book. My older brother packed his bag and eagerly looked forward to getting home as well, as his family would be waiting just the same. Our single hotel window was full of desert and sun. It was a radiant morning full of promise and decidedly good vibes. Reaching over to look at my phone, I read a Lienzo tweet that they had trouble crossing the border. One of them had forgot their I.D. Oh no! I thought to myself. They had to get to LA! They had to be there since that “important industry event” was none other than E3 2018, one of the biggest gaming conventions in the world. Scrolling on, I read that they somehow managed to make it through. They were safely in Los Angeles, my home, ironically, and they were about to make history. 

	In December of 2017 they won the Video Juegos MX contest sponsored by the ESA for best in show.40 Their prize? 100,000 pesos, a fully paid hotel stay for four members of the team, and a coveted spot for Mulaka inside of the L.A Convention Center’s main exhibition hall. At that moment, Lienzo would become the very first Mexican developer to have a game on the E3 show floor.41 While the breakthrough was not lost on Edgar, Rico, Guillermo, and Aguirre who had made the trip, their sights were well ahead of Mulaka. They were chiefly there to pitch their next title, something that promises to be even better than the game they were there to celebrate. Here’s hoping things go a little smoother this time.

	Checking out of the hotel and riding to the airport, I thought about Adolfo Aguirre’s hope that this not be a “success story.” While Lienzo’s story is definitely one of finding success, I understood what he meant. Success would imply that the ride was over, and their journey complete. And yet, for the eight members of this team, there is lots be done, more games to make, and more mistakes to learn from. They all wear this thick layer of humility as they try to reconcile what they’ve done for video games and video game makers in the Latin American community. They have a hard time believing in what they’ve accomplished, however small. But as someone who’s struggled to connect with his own Latin American roots, I followed the trail that Mulaka inspired in me that day I read about Lienzo in my classroom. No, it’s not the best game I’ve ever played, but it forced me to seek out those that worked to get it made, despite the overwhelming challenges the size of Ganoko, the rock god. It led me to visit the country of my father and experience the culture that molded him. It led me to meet real, hardworking artists in a region lacking in creative exploration. And it led me to the mountains of the mighty Tarahumara, whose steps are imprinted on every trail and pass in the Sierra, whose legends fill me with wonder for the natural world, and whose tenacity will enduringly inspire. For that, I will always be indebted to Mulaka and the team at Lienzo.
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Notes

		[←1]
	 The dev featurettes can be found on YouTube under their Lienzo MX channel and are great snapshots of the love and care the team put into making the game. 




	[←2]
	 It was Rico and Salas that first started toying around with game creation and spitballing ways to make their passion a career. Together, they succeeded in coercing Edgar to come in and handle the business end of things and consolidate the whole idea, not knowing how intensely Edgar would eventually fight to see that their young brand become a household Mexican name in the gaming community. Unfortunately, Jonathan left the newly formed Lienzo fairly early due to his responsibilities to his wife, their young child, and a demanding job. 




	[←3]
	 At this time, the original concept for Mulaka was intended to be a top-down 2D game similar to Zelda: A Link to the Past. It was only as the team got bigger and bolder that they raised the stakes and went for a fully realized 3D Action Platformer. 




	[←4]
	 Huaraches are a classic Mexican sandal that is said to have originated before European colonization. Typically made with woven leather straps, the sandal was later made with rubber tires for soles since it would exponentially increase their lifespan. Historically, they have been worn by indigenous peoples and farm workers of Mexico, though there was a boom stateside around the 60s with the coming of hippie culture. 




	[←5]
	 Tesgüino is the Tarahumara drink of choice. A corn beer brewed of fermented corn kernels and local grass, the alcoholic beverage is “a sacred social lubricant” used for everything from ceremonies to bartering. Tesgüino itself is viewed as a divine drink to offer to the gods, and most importantly, to enjoy. 




	[←6]
	 There are many prevailing thoughts on what “Rarámuri” actually translates to. “Running plant”, “those with light feet”, “those who run fast”, and simply, “runners”, are all accepted understandings of the word. The name “Tarahumara” was given to them by the Spanish. Today, both Rarámuri and Tarahumara are used interchangeably. 




	[←7]
	 Servin’s book, Anirúame: Historias de los Tarahumaras de Tiempos Antiguos, is a collection of narratives of the Tarahumara that speak of their myths, legends, and even their battles with the New World settlers, whom they never surrendered to under the leadership by warriors such as Teporaca and Kichisali. 




	[←8]
	 When scratching their heads over what to call their newly formed studio, it was Edgar that convinced Rico that they should go with the name Lienzo, the Spanish word for “canvas.” There were two reasons for this choice. The first is that it’s symbolic in that they’re artists with a blank canvas on which to make their art. The second is that every other Mexican developer, with the exception of one or two others, has an English name for their studio. Thus Edgar was adamant that they should have a Spanish name that the Mexican community could immediately understand. And so Lienzo was born. 




	[←9]
	 In the early days when Lienzo ventured into the Tarahumara villages for research, they had to travel with various humanitarian organizations who were well known in those parts to avoid threats of kidnapping and violence at the hands of drug cartels. 




	[←10]
	 At the time of this writing, no money has been donated as Lienzo is actively working with several NPOs and government entities to try and get their donation matched, or even tripled. 




	[←11]
	 Alan, Daniel, and Adriano started with Lienzo as early as 2013. 




	[←12]
	 Steam Greenlight was a neat crowd sourced reviews process that allowed Steam users to vote on indie games they would like to see made. 




	[←13]
	 C# is a programming language used for various digital creations, including video games. 




	[←14]
	 Tec de Monterrey provided business advice from their acclaimed faculty and even the office space they were working out of, located directly across the street from the campus. 




	[←15]
	 This amount went a lot further south of the border. According to Tradingeconomics.com, 1 U.S dollar is worth roughly a whopping 20 pesos, as of July 2018. So $2,114 dollars was a decent consolation prize for a letter sent out to the president’s mailbox.




	[←16]
	 According to the Tarahumara, men possess three souls, and women four. Women have an additional soul because of their ability to give life in childbirth. 




	[←17]
	 Martín Makawi is one of the most prominent advocates and preservationists of Tarahumara culture in all of Mexico. Born in the Tarahumara village of Ipó, he is an acclaimed poet, musician, and frequently works with cultural anthropologist Enrique Servín to translate precious texts into Rarámuri, the Tarahumara language. Through Servín, Lienzo was able to recruit the help of Makawi to narrate Mulaka in authentic Rarámuri. 




	[←18]
	  Matachines were first introduced to the region by the Spanish and represent the conflict between the Moors and the Spanish in the 15th century. The dance was originally intended as a display of Christian dominance, although the steps and movements have now been adapted depending upon the participating tribe. Nowadays, the dance is used for various celebrations among the Tarahumara, celebrations that have little to do with Christian ideology. To this day, the Tarahumara people swing machetes on the floor to make sparks fly while dawning demon masks to thundering bass drums while honoring various gods and deities.




	[←19]
	  The chapareque, or chapareke, is a long, thin stick-like instrument that is played by simultaneously pulling at its strings while the musician’s mouth is used as a soundboard. As an additional fun fact, Mulaka narrator and Tarahumara preservationist Martín Makawi is one of the most famed chapareque players in the world. 




	[←20]
	 Throughout development, they constantly relied on history books that depicted the Tarahumara stories with crude illustrations. Their go-to text was Geometrías de la Imaginación–Diseño e Iconografía Chihuahua.




	[←21]
	 Guillermo originally started as an intern a bit before this. 




	[←22]
	 Terégori is said to be the ruler of the underworld and bringer of the end of days. 




	[←23]
	 Mulaka was released on Steam and PS4 on February 27, on the Nintendo Switch on March 1, and on Xbox One on March 2. 




	[←24]
	  Lienzo actually operates out of a shared office space with one of Visa’s other business enterprises, PAX, a software company having nothing to do with video games. 




	[←25]
	 Originally, the water puzzles, made of long winding serpent fountains, were dull and uninventive, but were given a facelift by Lienzo’s sole intern, Francisco Greco, who specializes in programming. 




	[←26]
	 Paquimé, or Casas Grandes, is a UNESCO World Heritage archeological site in the state of Chihuahua. 




	[←27]
	 Though there are several standout moments in the game, this is by far my favorite. It points a strong, but sad finger to the player in order for them to reflect on why the world needs to end. I found myself thinking deeply within as the scene unfolded, that Terégori was right. Note, this isn’t the entire ending, so play it and see what you make of it yourself. 




	[←28]
	  2018’s God of War is a good example that there is still much to be offered by these histories. 




	[←29]
	   What Your Teachers Are Playing (2017) and Heroines of Gaming (2018). 




	[←30]
	  True story, I’ve only ever seen one family picture that was in Mexico, a photograph of my mother and father traveling to procure my dad’s birth certificate for his U.S citizenship. All of the rest of my first hand Mexican imagery came from the media. 




	[←31]
	 Tlaquepaque is a city located right beside Guadalajara. Its name comes from Nahuatl (Aztec) and means “peace above clay land.” 




	[←32]
	 Papel picado is a festive form of Mexican art made of intricately cut pieces of tissue paper, crafted to make colorful and elaborate designs like flowers and skulls. They are commonly strung up for both secular and nonsecular holidays. 




	[←33]
	  Though our first day in Mexico was nice, at times, the poverty around us was overwhelming. The sense of urgency for money and sustenance was in the hustle of every street vendor, in the grime of every eight year old kid selling gum between traffic lights, in the eyes of the mothers holding their open palms out, in the stench of sewer water at every other street corner, and in our cab driver, who walked us all the way to an underground, faraway mercado that sold inexpensive breakfast, just to make sure we’d give him a call if we needed another ride. 




	[←34]
	 Think of it like a tortilla smothered with refried beans, layered with another tortilla on top of that and stuffed with your choice of meats and goodies. All of it is then folded like taco and cut in half. Fingers are often licked afterwards. 




	[←35]
	  On July 9, 2018, LeBron James signed a four-year 154 million dollar contract with the LA Lakers. Turned out, watching the Cavs lose that night was the best thing that could have happened for my team.




	[←36]
	  Though Spanish is my native language, there are gaps in my vocabulary, something which always gets a laugh out of my parents, whom I blame for this!




	[←37]
	 According to speedrun.com, and as of this writing, the current record for beating Mulaka is 27 minutes and 24 seconds by Perdrogas of Mexico.




	[←38]
	 Sotol is tasty alcoholic drink similar to tequila or mezcal. It’s made of a flowering plant that is common in Northern Mexico, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. It is the state drink of Chihuahua. 




	[←39]
	 Creel is a tiny town located high in the Sierra Tarahumara. Today, it largely relies on global tourism for its economy as it sees travelers coming year round to visit the Copper Canyon and other various natural attractions.  




	[←40]
	 The ESA (Entertainment Software Association) is the governing body that hosts E3. 




	[←41]
	 E3 2017 had the boys at Lienzo out in the parking lot, sharing a converted diesel truck, dubbed the “Mega Truck” with several other indie devs. 
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